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With the global diffusion of Low-cost carriers (LCCs) and their ensuing popularity 
throughout the world, this paper examines whether the rise of LCCs in the Kingdom 
of Thailand is a sustainable phenomenon. In order to answer this, the paper begins 
with a survey on the origins and development of the worldwide LCC revolution and 
its emergence in the kingdom of Thailand. Through the research methodology of 
semi-structured interviews, it then proceeds to examine specifically whether market 
conditions are ripe for new LCCs to enter the market and whether the rise of LCCs in 
Thailand is a sustainable phenomenon. The paper concludes that, although there is a 
potential market for further LCCs within Thailand, a number of wider national and 
international contextual factors are likely to affect the future emergence, growth, 
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1.1 General Introduction 
 
There is no doubt that air transportation plays a vitally important part in today’s 
global economy both as an industry in its own right and as a facilitator of worldwide 
economic and social development (Hanlon 2007: p1). Indeed, it forms a significant 
element of the world’s largest industry, travel and tourism, and generates 11 per cent 
of consumer spending, as well as employing roughly one in nine people in the global 
labour force (ibid.). Although its origins can be traced right back to just after the First 
World War (1919 appears to be the consensus), it was not until the end of the Second 
World War when peace was restored that the proper expansion of flying as a public 
form of transport was able to begin due to numerous worldwide technological, social 
and economic developments (ibid.; Dienel and Lyth 1998: p2). It was therefore over 
the course of the next three centuries or so that the traditional ‘flag carriers’ (also 
known as legacy carriers, incumbent carriers, traditional carriers or network airlines) 
would come to dominate the skies (Hanlon 2007). 
 
However, since the late 1990s there has been much debate – academic and otherwise 
– which suggests that the aviation industry is in the process of profound change and 
that this domination has come to an end (Doganis 2001; Gross and Schröder 2007). 
The cause of this has often been attributed to the emergence of the low-cost carrier 
(LCC) revolution which initially started some three and half decades or so ago in 
North America and has since spread to Europe, the Middle East, South America, Asia 
and certain parts of Africa (Gross and Schröder 2007). This global emergence of 
LCCs has led some aviation commentators and academics to suggest that the long 
established business model of the flag carriers has become outdated and cannot 
simply survive – a view which has been examined by Hansson et al (2002) and 
Tretheway (2003). Indeed, the emergence and rapid global growth of LCCs during the 
early years of the new millennium was so phenomenal that Calder (2003) came to 
argue that the twenty-first century would be the preserve of LCCs much like the 
twentieth century had been to the traditional flag carriers.  
 
Yet, whilst this view held some seductive sway over recent years, it appears that, 
against the background of an impending global recession, rising fuel prices and the 
increasing ‘credit crunch’, the bubble has burst somewhat. Two recent events would 
appear to be indicative of this. The first was the announcement by Ryanair – Europe’s 
largest LCC – that it was heading for its first annual loss in 20 years if fuel costs 
continued to remain high, plunging from a profit of £348m to a loss of up to £48m 
(Milmo 2008). Secondly, was the recent collapse of Zoom (on the 28th August 2008), 
a Canadian low-fare scheduled transatlantic airline and one of the most well-known 
LCCs, thus suggesting that perhaps the rise and rise of the global LCC revolution has 
truly come to an end (Arnott 2008; Wikipedia 2008).     
 
1.2 Aims of the Study 
 
Therefore, given the worldwide popularity and diffusion of LCCs which are currently 
operating within an economic climate of high-oil prices and an impending global 
slowdown, this research project examines the rise of the LCC phenomena specifically 
in relation to the developing country of the Kingdom of Thailand. As such, the aims 
of the project are threefold yet interrelated:  
 
- Firstly, the project aims to discuss and examine the emergence and 
development of the LCC revolution in the Kingdom of Thailand. 
- Secondly, the project examines how Thai LCCs compare against other air 
carriers within the Kingdom of Thailand, as well as other modes of 
transportation, particularly the state highway network and state railway 
system.  
- Thirdly, given the rising cost of aviation fuel prices, the oncoming global 
recession, and Thailand’s ongoing turbulent political climate, the project 
examines just how far the rise and survival of Thai LCCs is sustainable in the 
long term. In exploring these themes, the additional issue of whether a new 
LCC start-up is a viable proposition within the Kingdom of Thailand is also 
examined.    
1.3 Dissertation Structure  
 
In accordance with the aims of the study, this dissertation has been organised into four 
further chapters following this introduction and its structure is as follows: 
 
This following chapter – Chapter Two – provides the reader with the historical 
background relating to the rise of LCCs. It therefore begins with a brief outline of the 
global airline industry, surveying it from a historical perspective in order to trace the 
events that have given rise to the LCC revolution. It therefore examines 
chronologically – beginning from 1919 right through to the present day – its 
development. In doing so, it briefly examines, amongst other things, the origins of the 
airline industry in Europe and America, the rise of the so-called ‘flag-carriers’, the 
emergence of a three pronged regulatory framework, and airline deregulation and 
liberalisation firstly in America and then in Europe. It then proceeds to examine the 
effects of LCCs on the market and incumbent carriers, what actually constitutes an 
LCC, case studies of the common role of model of LCCs (Southwest Airlines), as 
well as two other well-known and successful European LCCs (easyJet and Ryanair). 
The chapter concludes with a brief discussion of the worldwide revolution, spread and 
popularity of LCCs.     
 
The third chapter proceeds to provide an examination of the geographical, economic 
and political context of the Kingdom of Thailand. It therefore surveys the Thai 
economy pre and post Asian crisis 1997. It examines Thailand’s slow, but stable, 
recovery from the Asian crisis, with an emerging middle class (who, with increasing 
disposal income, wish to use LCCs) and increasing standards of living. In doing so, 
secondary statistical data will be drawn upon and utilised regarding, for instance, 
Thailand’s Gross Domestic Produce (GDP), Gross National Produce (GNP), and 
average disposal income and daily wage levels. It then proceeds to examine Thailand 
as a major tourist destination as well as an important regional and international hub 
for passenger traffic. Since LCCs are in direct competition with other forms of 
transportation, it examines Thailand’s highway systems and the state railway system. 
This sets the scene for the following discussion and analysis of Thailand’s airline 
industry. Following this discussion on the deregulation of the Thai airline industry 
and its connections with other South-east Asian countries, an examination of the three 
main LCCs in Thailand (Air Asia, One-Two-Go and Nok Air) is provided.  
 
The fourth chapter then proceeds to discuss the research methodology utilised for this 
research project. It explores, amongst other things, the reasons for deploying the 
research methodology (semi-structured interviews) together with its advantages and 
disadvantages, as well as discussing the rationale behind the selection of participants 
and the questions posed. The chapter ends by presenting an analysis and discussion 
resulting from the research methodology utilised and in light of the aims of the study.       
 
The final chapter – chapter five – offers findings and recommendations. It summarises 
the findings in relation to the aims of the study. It points the way forward regarding 
the future sustainability of Thai LCCs drawing comparisons with the rise and 
development of LCCs in India, China and Malaysia. Finally, it provides Thai business 
practitioners with recommendations as to the viability of starting an LCC operation 
within the Kingdom.        















CHAPTER 2  
 
THE GLOBAL AIRLINE INDUSTRY AND THE DEVELOPMENT 
OF LOW-COST CARRIERS 
 
2.1 Chapter Introduction 
 
The purpose of this chapter is to outline the development of the international airline 
industry and the development of LCCs. As such, following a brief historical overview 
of the development of the global airline industry and how this has evolved from a 
heavily regulated industry to one which has become largely deregulated and 
liberalised, the chapter then proceeds to highlight how this has led to the emergence 
of the LCC revolution first in America, then Europe, before spreading across the rest 
of the world. The chapter ends by examining the emergence of the LCC revolution 
worldwide and more generally in Southeast Asia, before introducing its emergence in 
Thailand.        
 
2.2 A Brief Historical Overview of the Development of the Airline Industry 
  
To trace the origins of the modern airline industry is a complex task and identifying 
an exact starting point is likely to be controversial. Nevertheless, apart from the 
successive technological developments and improvements of the aeroplane itself, a 
fruitful starting place would be following the aftermath of the First World War. 
Whilst the Great War had done a lot to educate people that they could fly, it was the 
signing of the Paris Convention in 1919 which laid much of the foundations upon 
which the global civil aviation industry was to be built (Doganis 2002). The 
convention was therefore instrumental in establishing that nation-states possessed 
sovereign rights to the air space directly above their territory (ibid.).  
 
During the 1920s and 1930s, aviation began to grow in Europe and the United States 
though both began from very different origins. In Europe, a number of commercial air 
transportation companies emerged in Britain, France, Germany and Holland operating 
rudimentary passenger services (Dienel and Lyth 1998). These were to come under 
the sway of government influence, since these were to evolve into ‘flag-carriers’ (also 
known as ‘legacy carriers’, incumbent carriers, traditional network airlines) as a result 
of government-induced amalgamation programmes (ibid.). Since these flag carriers 
became state-owned or subsidised thus relying on the funds accumulated from 
taxpayers, they came into the service of the political and economic agendas of their 
respective governments coming to be seen as symbols of national status, power and 
prestige (Dienel and Lyth 1998; Hanlon 2007). Consequently, flag-carriers came to be 
viewed more as an extension of the government’s civil service machinery serving an 
institutional purpose rather than operating on a purely commercial one (Dienel and 
Lyth 1998; Seaton and Bennett 1996). However, despite their questionable service, 
value for money, unprofitability and inefficiency, they nevertheless gained a certain 
degree of familiarity and even affection from their customers (Dienel and Lyth 1998). 
As such, this notion of national political pride was – and still remains – very much 
bound up with the flag carriers that still operate to this day. 
  
In contrast to government interference, the American airline industry began from very 
different foundations to that of Europe’s since its carriers were privately owned 
(although they did receive large sums of financial support from the federal 
government usually in the form of mail subsidies) (Dienel and Lyth 1998). Moreover, 
although airline passenger services in the United States were introduced towards the 
end of the 1920s (almost a decade or so later than those in Europe), they developed at 
a much faster rate than their European counterparts due to a much larger market 
demand and ongoing technological and infrastructural developments (ibid.).   
 
Although transatlantic flights operated throughout the 1930s, it was with the outbreak 
of the Second World War that brought the Europeans and the Americans closer 
together to discuss the future development of the global aviation industry. This saw 
the convention on International Civil Aviation held in Chicago towards the end of 
1944 and the signing of the Bermuda bilateral agreement in 1946 – perhaps the two 
most significant events in international civil aviation history (WTO 1994; Jönsson 
1981).  
 
It was at the Chicago convention that the Europeans and the Americans pushed for 
their respective agendas; the Americans calling for free market competition, the 
Europeans calling for regulation since their airline infrastructure had been completely 
decimated by the war. Therefore, fearing that the Americans would take the lead in 
the global civil aviation industry, the Europeans began implementing a regulatory 
phase that was to dominate the global airline industry for the next 30 years or so 
(ibid.; Doganis 2001; Doganis 2002). Whilst the Chicago convention established the 
so-called ‘freedoms of the air’ (see Appendix 1) together with regulatory frameworks 
pertaining to technical and legal issues as a result of establishing the International 
Civil Aviation Organisation (ICAO), there was still disagreement regarding the 
economic regulation of the industry (WTO 1994; Doganis 2001; Doganis 2002). This 
resulted in the emergence of a three-pronged regulatory economic framework 
consisting of the International Air Traffic Association (IATA), bilateral air services 
agreements (ASAs) and inter-airline commercial or pooling agreements (Dienel and 
Lyth 1998; Doganis 2002). In effect, IATA was a fare-fixing cartel which set ticket 
prices, bilateral ASAs were the exchange of traffic rights between two states (though 
modelling themselves on the Bermuda bilateral agreement signed between the US and 
the UK in 1946, thousands were created since they varied significantly in the fine 
details which covered every conceivable aspect of air transport between nations such 
as route conditions and capacity regulations) and pooling agreements were an 
allocational cartel whereby air travel market revenue was shared equally on a 
prearranged, 50:50 basis (Jönsson 1981; WTO 1994; Seaton and Bennett 1996; Dienel 
and Lyth 1998).              
 
As a result of worldwide technological and economic developments (such as the 
introduction of the jet engine in 1958 and increased leisure time, for example) which 
led to the growth of international air travel, the three-pronged regulatory framework 
allowed the traditional flag carriers or scheduled incumbents to operate in an orderly, 
predictable and stable environment where there was a distinct lack of customer 
service; this was to be an environment which lasted up until the late 1970s (Seaton 
and Bennett 1996). This is not to say that these incumbent carriers did not face any 
challenges during this time, since the very same worldwide developments which 
benefited these ‘legacies’ led to the emergence of scheduled and non-scheduled 
charter carriers who increasingly accommodated a growing demand as air travel 
became more and more democratised and price elastic (e.g. cheaper) (Dienel and Lyth 
1998). This was to be a trend which was epitomised when Freddie Laker launched his 
Skytrain in 1977; perhaps the most genuine precursor to the LCC revolution since it 
launched the world’s first daily transatlantic, low-fare scheduled service between 
London and New York (Calder 2003; Jones 2005). Although Skytrain was short-
lived, the incumbent carriers were clearly facing a changing aviation environment not 
least of which presented itself in Congress’s decision to enshrine the 1978 US 
Deregulation Act. This proved to be the catalyst for opening up a greater variety of 
choice, placing more emphasis on customer service and lowering expensive 
(regulated) fares since it opened up competition by exposing airlines to market forces 
(Sean and Bennett 1996). In less than two decades, deregulation in Europe became 
fully effective in April 1997 following a long process of reforms which began in 1987 
(Jones 2005). As such, the trend of opening up aviation markets (international and 
domestic) to liberalisation and deregulation was now in full swing throughout the 
world (Williams 2002).    
 
2.3 The Low-Cost Carrier Revolution and its Effects on Traditional Carriers 
 
With the deregulation and liberalisation of aviation industries throughout the world, a 
number of studies have attempted to analyse the impact that LCCs have had on the 
market discovering significant effects. Whinston and Collins’ (1992) study was one of 
the first to examine the effects of an LCC entrant (People Express) on the US market 
discovering that incumbent, network carriers cut their prices significantly – as much 
as 35% –  on a number of the same routes entered into by People Express. Binggelli 
(2002) highlights that LCCs created more competitive demand in Europe as a result of 
increasing passenger numbers between themselves and incumbent carriers. Ito and 
Lee (2003) conducted a larger study of the impact of LCC entry in the US airline 
industry discovering that incumbents reduced their fares by 15.1% on average – 
further evidence of an increase in supply, decreased prices and increased demand. Lin 
et al’s (2002) study aimed to assess the degree to which the reduction in fares as a 
result of LCC entry constituted a competitive or predatory response. The study 
therefore concluded that, after highlighting severe price cutting strategies of as much 
as 0.4% as a short-term response to a 1% price cut by a new LCC entrant, the strategy 
was a form of predatory pricing since it aimed to strip new entrant LCCs of passenger 
traffic. All in all, then, these studies clearly highlight that LCCs create significant 
effects on the markets that they enter and invoke retaliatory responses from the 
incumbent, traditional flag carriers.        
 
2.4 What is a Low-Cost Carrier? 
 
With the emergence of the LCC revolution and its concomitant effects, numerous 
scholars and aviation analysts have attempted to define what exactly constitutes an 
LCC through an identification of the core characteristics that can be associated with 
such an airline carrier. Thus, a logical starting place with which to begin such a 
survey of what actually constitutes a LCC (also variously known as a ‘low-cost 
airline’ (LCA), ‘low-fares airline’ (LFA) or ‘no-frills airline’) and its core 
characteristics is through a general comparison with the flag carriers or traditional, 
full-cost, incumbent, scheduled carriers. This comparative exercise clearly shows that 
both operate according to very different principles – a distinction which is highly 
evident in the table below (see Table 2.1). 
 
Table 2.1 The Key Differences: Low-cost carrier versus full-cost carrier*  
 
Low-Cost Carrier Full-Cost Carrier 
Simple brand – low fare Complex brand – price + service 
Online booking and direct booking 
through call centres 
Extensive use of travel agents and 
intermediaries 
Basic and simple ticket pricing structure Sophisticated and complex ticket 
pricing structure 
Generally use secondary, low charging 
airports (with some exceptions) 
Focus on primary, high charging, 
congested airports 
High levels of aircraft utilisation leading 
to quick gate turnaround time 
Lower utilisation of aircraft on short 
haul routes 
Mainly short-haul focus Fly short and long-haul 
Uniform fleet of aircraft acquired at very 
good rates 
Mixed fleet of aircraft 
Simple product (additional services and 
facilities charged for, e.g. late check-in) 
Complex integrated product (e.g. 
business lounges, frequent flyer 
programme)  
 
*Source: Adapted from Lawton 2002: p38.  
 
The above table therefore highlights that there is a clear distinction between the 
strategy, structure and service concept of LCCs when compared with that of the more 
traditional, full-cost, scheduled carriers. In light of this distinction, the LCC concept 
can best be summarised as those airlines which operate on substantially lower unit 
costs when compared to the traditional, full-cost, scheduled airlines (Williams 2001; 
Gillan and Lall 2004; Dobruszkes 2006). It is this reduced cost structure as a result of 
lower input costs together with increased productivity and output as a result of a less 
complex product/service design and production processes which allows LCCs to 
achieve a significant cost advantage (Dobruszkes 2006; cf. Knorr 2007: p83). Though 
Table 2.1 provides an overall indication of the general features associated with how 
LCCs have been able to reduce their costs, Gross and Schröder (2007) provide a more 
detailed and useful framework of how costs are minimised and productivity and 
output maximised within three main areas: procurement and suppliers, process 
management, and marketing. It is to an in-depth examination of each of these 
elements which we now turn.      
 
2.4.1 Procurement and Suppliers 
 
Whilst LCCs in the past have generally tended to procure their aircraft mainly through 
the option of leasing, the last few years have seen a significant increase in the number 
of large orders placed by LCCs for newly manufactured aircraft (Gross and Schröder 
(2007). The procurement of aircraft in ‘bulk’ therefore provides LCCs with 
significantly reduced costs since favourable discount rates are available when a large 
number are procured directly from the manufacturers themselves (ibid.). Moreover, 
LCCs have also been able to benefit from the substantial numbers of second-hand 
aircraft which have become available following the worldwide aviation crisis that was 
created by 11th September 2001 (ibid.).  
 
Evidently, LCCs procure the same type of aircraft so as to maintain a uniform fleet. 
Because LCC routes consist of short-haul flight destinations with a maximum range 
of up to 1,500km, the most common form of aircraft procured and utilised has 
typically been the cost-efficient, single aisle Boeing 737 (although Airbus A319s and 
A320s have become increasingly popular amongst some LCCs) (Franke 2004; 
Dobruszkes 2006). Through operating a standardised fleet, significant cost advantages 
can be reaped; this includes uniform training and personnel practices (e.g. pilots train 
using the same simulators and equipment), larger crew flexibility assignments, higher 
pilot to aircraft ratios and fewer stand-by crews (Franke 2004; Gross and Schröder 
2007). Lower servicing costs are also achieved as a result of standardised spare parts 
which can be fitted to any of the uniform aircraft, as well as through the outsourcing 
of maintenance to specialists who are able to work with greater cost-effectiveness and 
focus (Franke 2004; Gross and Schröder 2007). Similarly, passenger handling and 
ground services are also outsourced since there is no need to maintain station 
facilities, offices and storerooms, whilst lavish waiting rooms are non-existent due to 
the absence of connecting passengers on LCC flights (Gross and Schröder 2007). 
Though check-in counter services still remain amongst the majority of LCCs, some 
LCCs have introduced, or at least experimented with, automatic and/or Internet 
check-in procedures (ibid.).   
 
Furthermore, LCCs do not offer in-flight meals and catering, although a small 
selection of beverages, refreshments and snack type foods are commonly sold on 
board many LCC flights (Williams 2001: p282). This not only generates an additional 
form of revenue, it also reduces aircraft turnaround times as a result of minimum 
waste disposal, cleaning, catering and restocking (Williams 2001: p282; Lawton 
2002; Gross and Schröder 2007). These are tasks which, furthermore, are assigned to 
a minimal cabin crew – their small size a direct result of limited onboard service and 
no in-flight entertainment systems (Williams 2001: p282).  
 
2.4.2 Process Management 
 
Flight scheduling involves the careful planning of flight routes from their points of 
origin to their destinations. In this regard, LCCs are distinct from the traditional, full-
cost airlines in a number of key aspects. Firstly, LCCs concentrate on simple, point-
to-point operations in contrast to the traditional, full-cost airlines that focus on 
complex network based, hub and spoke structures (ibid.). Secondly, LCCs have 
tended to target (wherever possible) those airports which have traditionally not been 
served by larger competitors such as secondary, provincial, unsaturated, uncongested 
airports thus permitting them to obtain landing slots more easily, as well as accruing 
considerable cost savings as a result of acquiring lower landing fee charges (Williams 
2001; Dobruszkes 2006; Gross and Schröder 2007). Thirdly, undertaking point-to-
point operations reduces aircraft turnaround times since there are no transfer and 
connecting flight requirements (Gross and Schröder 2007). This is further aided by a 
single-class system with more seats on board the aircraft, no prior seating assignments 
which encourages passengers to board as early and as quickly as possible, no time-
critical luggage, no cargo and freight transport, and the limited loading of catering 
stocks (ibid.). All of these elements therefore have the overall effect of reducing LCC 
aircraft turnaround times to 25-30 minutes. As a result, LCCs not only achieve so-
called ‘density economies’ which arise from the greater utilisation of an aircraft with 
a maximum flying time of up to twelve hours per day, but also permits higher 
frequencies to be undertaken between two destinations (ibid; Francis et al 2006; 
Dobruszkes 2006). 
 
Workforce costs are also minimised in relation to flight personnel (pilots and cabin 
staff) and ground personnel (check-in, ground handling, management and 
administration), whilst outsourcing and flexible working practices are deployed to 
increase output and productivity. Here, data gathered by numerous authorities (e.g. 
academics, journalists and trade unions) highlights that LCC workers are paid 
substantially less than their traditional, full service counterparts despite undertaking a 
much heavier workload arising from longer flying hours, less rest breaks and quicker 
turnaround times (Francis et al 2006; Dobruszkes 2006). For instance, LCC pilots 
receive a salary which, when compared to the pilots of the more traditional network 
carriers is, on average, 28% lower, despite a further flying time of 25% (Dobruszkes 
2006). 
 
2.4.3 Marketing  
 
Price is a highly important factor for LCCs, since it represents the major marketing 
tool through which the long-term retention of customers can be maintained (Gross and 
Schröder 2007). Price therefore represents the most distinguishing feature of LCCs 
given that they place so much emphasis on low-cost fares. LCCs operate a simple 
pricing system which is based upon increasing the prices of tickets as the departure 
date draws nearer or as the plan begins to fill up (ibid). As a result, initial prices (base 
prices) are marketed and communicated to customers through advertising and 
marketing communications so as to encourage them to book early. This process is 
known as yield management which is based on cost-oriented pricing (ibid.).   
 
Although this simple pricing system prevails, differences also exist with respect to the 
ways in which different LCCs set pricing levels according to the different distribution 
channels available; as such there are different booking taxes depending on whether 
the Internet or call centres are used to purchase tickets. There are also no frequent 
flyer programmes.   
 
In sum, whilst there are now variations in the LCC model (due to restrictions of space 
the reader is advised to see Francis et al’s (2006) analysis of this), the aforementioned 
combination of operational techniques and practices, cost-cutting measures and 
reduction of additional services nevertheless highlights the general characteristics 
typically associated with the business model of a LCC. The next section proceeds to 
examine the role model par excellence for many existing LCCs as well as new start-
ups: Southwest Airlines.   
   
2.5 Southwest Airlines: The Role Model for Low-Cost Carriers?  
 
Often (somewhat incorrectly – see below) hailed as the pioneer of the LCC model, 
Southwest Airlines has become a sort of ‘role model’ for most LCCs found 
throughout the world (Francis et al 2005: p85; Knorr 2007). Consequently, in order to 
understand the emergence and worldwide development of the LCC revolution we 
must examine the history and business model of the highly successful Southwest 
Airlines.   
 
2.5.1 Southwest Airlines: A Brief History 
   
Although Southwest Airlines was established in 1967 by co-entrepreneur owners 
Herb D. Kelleher and Rollin W. King, it was not the pioneer of low-cost flying as is 
commonly assumed or even the world’s second LCC – these notable distinctions 
belonged to Pacific Southwest Airlines (PSA) and Air California respectively (Francis 
et al 2005: p85; Knorr 2007). However, whilst both of these airlines later collapsed 
and ceased operations, Southwest Airlines has gone on to become the only American 
air carrier to be consistently profitable over the course of much of its existence (Knorr 
2007). Indeed, in 2006, for example, it achieved an operating margin of 10.3%, and a 
net margin of 6.5% – this not only bettered its North American counterparts, but was 
second in the world to only Ryanair (Knorr 2007: p78). This long-term consistency 
was demonstrated most recently at the end of 2007 when Southwest announced that it 
had generated profits for the thirty-fifth consecutive year (Southwest.com 2008; 
Wikipedia 2008).  
 
Despite its incorporation some four years earlier, prolonged court battles with the then 
three local incumbent airlines (Trans-Texas (later to become Texas International), 
Braniff and Continental) meant that Southwest Airlines was not able to commence its 
flight operations connecting the so-called ‘Texas triangle’ – that is, the three interstate 
destinations of Houston, Dallas and San Antonio – until 18 June 1971 (Freiberg and 
Freiberg 2001; Calder 2003: p34; Knorr 2007: p78). With an initial fleet of three 
Boeing 737 aircraft bought for the cost of $4m each and an operational base firmly 
established at Dallas’ Love Field some 10km away from downtown Dallas (as 
opposed to 35km for Dallas’ Fort Worth International), Southwest began with twelve 
departures each day to and from Houston, as well as six round trips between Dallas 
and San Antonio (Freiberg and Freiberg 2001; Calder 2003: p34).  
 
After adding five more destinations to its flight map in 1976 and the company’s Initial 
Public Offering in 1977, the Airline Deregulation Act of 1978 meant that Southwest 
could expand beyond the state of Texas; something which it took full advantage of, 
although it did so in a rather cautious and methodical manner unlike many of the new 
start-up carriers in the 1980s who hurried to expand with disastrous results (Doganis 
2001: p129; Blaha 2003: p2; Jones 2003). Whilst the Act eased the entry of new 
companies into the market, it also provided existing airlines with the freedom to fly 
any domestic route and set their own fares – consequently, New Orleans was chosen 
in 1979 as Southwest’s first destination outside of the state of Texas (Blaha 2003: p2). 
Over the next decade or so, the Southwest fleet continued to grow steadily to a fleet of 
around fifty aircraft thus aiding capacity and increasing frequencies to existing routes, 
whilst only a limited number of new routes were added each year to serve the South-
western and West coast markets (Doganis 2001). Indeed, it was not until the 1990s 
that Southwest truly expanded beyond the sun-belt region, adding Chicago in 1990 – 
thus establishing an operational base in the mid-West – followed, in 1993, by 
Baltimore and Salt Lake City, and Florida in 1996 (ibid.). As of the time of writing, 
Southwest currently flies over 104 million passengers to 64 different cities across 
North America operating approximately 3,500 flights daily (Southwest.com 2008).  
 
2.5.2 Southwest Airlines’ Business Model 
 
Clearly Southwest’s consistent success is testament to it identifying, developing and 
maintaining what the Harvard strategist Michael Porter would call a sustainable 
competitive advantage – this is something which its incumbent, network based rivals 
have so far been unable to copy successfully and its most recent imitators have been 
unable to preserve (Gillen and Lall 2003; Knorr 2007). As such, commentators – 
academics, aviation analysts, journalists – commonly point to Southwest identifying 
an unfulfilled market niche which was neglected by the larger, traditional network 
carriers (Knorr 2007). In this way, and according to Porter and the Harvard strategists 
of positioning, Southwest has made a deliberately conscious choice to be strategically 
different as a result of undertaking tradeoffs (Margretta 2003). Put simply, Southwest 
did not try to be all things to all people nor did it imitate its competitors, rather it 
differentiated itself through offering something different in the form of short-haul, 
low-cost, low-fare, no frills, high frequency, point-to-point services between 
secondary airports (Margretta 2003; cf. Middleton and Gorzynski 2006). Other 
elements of this business model also included the operation of one type of aircraft and 
engine, providing a single ‘coach class’ service without in-flight catering, higher 
utilisation of aircraft and faster turn-around times as a result of operating streamlined 
boarding processes.  
 
Alongside these elements of its business model, Southwest also operates a high 
quality of service – a significant factor which differentiates itself against its 
competitors. Thus, whilst Southwest is based on a low-cost strategy this does not 
mean to say that it treats its customers in an inconsiderate manner; indeed, quite the 
opposite, since Southwest staff have become well-known for their warmth and 
friendliness. The key to this high quality of customer service therefore lies in 
Southwest’s company culture as Kelleher (quoted in Margretta 2003: p199) indeed 
states: ‘If [staff] are happy, satisfied, dedicated, and energetic, they’ll take real good 
care of the customers. When the customers are happy, they come back. And that 
makes the shareholders happy’. This highlights that for Southwest, company culture, 
people and profits are all inextricably intertwined.    
 
It is the idea that work should be fun which constitutes a core value within 
Southwest’s company culture (ibid.). As a result, Southwest’s company structure is 
non-hierarchical and extremely decentralised which is reflected throughout the 
organisation in many different ways. For example, Southwest’s flight attendants have 
become well-known for devising off the wall in-flight entertainment such as 
organising sing-alongs or unusual games (ibid.; Freiberg and Freiberg 2001). This 
highlights that employees at Southwest are actively encouraged to take the initiative 
and participate in the company’s success which attracts a flexible, motivated, 
energetic and dedicated staff. There are also a wide range of systems, activities and 
incentives in order to retain staff and keep them working to a high level. These 
commonly include good remuneration, profit sharing, stock purchase plans, company 
sponsored contests, parties, celebrations, as well as training at its University for 
People (Freiberg and Freiberg 2001). Southwest’s excellent company culture is even 
more impressive when one considers the fact that the company operates in an industry 
well-known for labour strife and a high degree of unionisation (Knorr 1997). 
 
Further elements which have contributed to Southwest’s success include a form of 
‘disintermediation’ (Weaver and Lawton 2006: p151; Margretta 2002: p63) as a result 
of eliminating expensive travel agents since passengers book directly via telephone or 
the Internet. This dispenses with the need to pay commission fees as well as 
introducing ‘ticketless travel’ since much paper work is reduced also.  
 
Alongside other elements such as unconventional advertising and marketing, and a 
unique aircraft livery which includes special paint schemes on selected aircraft, there 
are two further aspects which have contributed specifically to Southwest’s successes. 
First, is its very conservative approach to finance and investment as a result of relying 
on internally generated funds – this has allowed it to avoid external debt pressures. 
Secondly, and in connection with this previous point, Southwest has undertaken its 
corporate growth organically and in a methodical and cautious manner. Instead of 
opting to expand into new markets as a result of adding new destinations to its 
network (this is reflected in Southwest adding, on average, only two new destinations 
a year since 1971), it chose to increase flight frequencies on existing city-pairs (Knorr 
2007).  
 
Overall, then, these unique elements have allowed Southwest to become a highly 
successful airline. Yet, despite its focussed approach to no-frills, low-costs and 
extreme cost-cutting measures (which have allowed it to successfully survive through 
numerous crises within the aviation industry more healthier than any other North 
American airline), Southwest generates and maintains excellent customer satisfaction 
ratings as a result of a unique corporate culture.     
 
2.6 Other Successful Low-Cost Carriers: The Case in Europe 
2.6.1 EasyJet 
 
EasyJet was established by the Greek-Cypriot entrepreneur Stelios-Haji-Iannou 
(Calder 2003). With an initial investment of £5million from his father (who owned a 
family shipping business), Stelios leased two aircraft (Boeing 737s) and hired staff to 
serve as reservation agents (Lawton 2002; Jones 2005). EasyJet’s first flight was from 
Luton to Glasgow on 10th November 1995 for an advertised one-way fare of £29. 
Over the next few years the company grew rapidly, and by the end of 1998, the 
company had expanded considerably to include 12 Boeing 737-300s which flew 
twelve routes from established hubs in the UK (Luton and Liverpool) and Europe 
(Geneva) (a fourth – Amsterdam – was established in January 2001.) (cf. Sull 1999; 
Lawton 2002).    
 
In 2001, easyJet achieved operating margins of 9.5% (Bingelli 2002), and just a year 
later achieved a profit of £71.6 million (Hayward 2003). In 2002, it also purchased its 
then closest rival, the British Airways’ subsidiary LCC Go (based at London 
Stanstead) for a sum of £374 million (Cassani 2003; Wikipedia 2008). Currently, 
easyJet has a fleet of over 150 aircraft (with orders for over a 100 more), and operates 
domestic and international scheduled services on 387 routes between 104 European 
and north African airports from over 20 hubs (Wikipedia 2008).  
 
EasyJet’s success is based upon a number of notable features of its business model, 
though underlying the whole concept is a solid economic theory: that demand for 
short-haul air transport is price elastic – that is, if price are low, more and more people 
will fly (cf. Doganis 2001). This is in contrast to the full service flag carriers who 
thought that price cutting would lead to a fall in revenues. In this way, easyJet targets 
those people who are price sensitive and more cost-conscious, as well as ‘first time’ 
flyers (Sull 1999; Uittenbogaart 1997). As such, easyJet offers a low single fare for a 
specific flight, although the price generally increases as the flight departure time nears 
(Lawton 2002). It was this – at the time – unconventional targeting of its market, 
which allowed easyJet to carve out a successful niche for itself within the European 
aviation industry.         
 
Together with the above principle, Lawton (2002: pp.117-118) also highlights five 
other key strengths which form integral elements of the easyJet business model and 
allow it to achieve a sustainable competitive advantage. First, as with many other 
LCCs, easyJet operates with low-unit costs as a result of maintaining high aircraft 
utilisation and quicker turnaround times, a focus on the Internet for generating sales, 
eliminating unnecessary service personnel and superfluous frills, operating a uniform 
fleet of aircraft, and maintaining cordial long-term agreements with suppliers and 
outsourced specialists (ibid.). Second, easyJet possesses a strong brand as a result of 
its aggressive marketing and promotion strategies (ibid.). Third, despite being an 
LCC, easyJet maintains a high level of customer service with the issue of safety at the 
top of its priorities (ibid.). Fourth, the company operates a multi-base-hub network 
which allows it to generate dense point-to-point services (ibid.). Fifth and finally, 
easyJet possess a strong corporate culture – known as the ‘orange culture’ – of 
‘professionalism and informality’ which motivates its employees to implement the 
company’s day-to-day operations and long-term strategies (ibid.).     
 
As can be seen, then, there is no doubt that easyJet has not only come a long way 
from its humble beginnings to become one of the major LCC players within Europe, 
but profoundly changed the European aviation landscape. Indeed, Tarry (2003) even 
goes so far as to say that easyJet was the driving force in instigating monumental 




2.6.2 Ryanair  
 
Although established in 1985 with the purpose of operating services between Ireland 
and England, it is hard to believe that Ryanair did not even begin its corporate life as a 
LCC (Lawton 2002; Calder 2003). It was thus, in 1991, and following continual 
losses and the hiring of Michael O’Leary as CEO, that the company restructured its 
operations; this led to its adaptation of the Sounthwest model thus becoming Europe’s 
first true low-fare, no-frills carrier (ibid.). As a result of the restructuring, the 
company witnessed increase profitability and growth; indeed, Sull (1999) points out 
that, within the space of just five years, Ryanair’s passenger traffic between London 
and Dublin increased dramatically from 945,000 passengers in 1992 to 3.1 million in 
1997.   
 
In 2001, Ryanair attained operating margins of 26% and reached a market 
capitalisation of €4.9billion, which was 45% larger than that of British Airways 
(Binggeli 2002). By the end of 2003, Ryanair became Europe’s largest LCC as a 
result of transporting 21.4 million passengers in contrast to easyJet’s 21.1 million 
(Lawton 2002; Calder 2003). At the current time of writing, Ryanair flies services to 
729 routes across Europe and North Africa from 29 bases (Wikipedia 2008). Its 
present fleet consists of 166 Boeing 737s, and it is awaiting over a hundred more on 
order (ibid.). Ryanair is currently the third largest airline in Europe in terms of 
passenger numbers (ibid.). These above figures therefore highlight that the company 
has taken full advantage of the deregulation of the European aviation industry which 
occurred in 1997.      
 
Given its very public acknowledgement that it restructured itself based upon a strict 
adherence to the Southwest model, Ryanair eliminates or reduces to a bare minimum 
every possible cost thus providing it with significant cost advantages and savings 
(Jones 2005). This is achieved through such already mentioned aspects as minimal 
flight crew and check in staff, high aircraft utilisation resulting from a standard fleet 
and quick turnaround times, flying to secondary airports and so on. Its extreme focus 
on reducing costs to an absolute minimum no matter what has, however, led to an 
unusually high number of customer complaints. 
 
Much like easyJet, Ryanair has grown from humble beginnings to become one of the 
most dominant players – if not the most dominant player – in the European LCC 
market. Yet, although it shares a number of similarities with easyJet, there are a 
number of significant differences. Lawton (2002: pp.118-199) thus highlights the 
following. First is that, although both airlines pursue a multi-hub approach, easyJet 
aims to increase its frequency of services (9.1 average daily departures per city 
compared to Ryanair’s 5.5) (ibid.). This is opposed to Ryanair’s strategy of adding 
more routes from each hub; put simply, easyJet’s route map bears a resemblance to a 
spider’s web, in contrast to Ryanair’s hub-and-spoke system (ibid.). Second, since it 
sticks rigidly to the Southwest model, Ryanair has a lower cost base and attains higher 
operating profit margins than easyJet thus suggesting that easyJet’s model is more 
expensive to handle (an example of this is that easyJet flies to more expensive 
airports) (ibid.) Thirdly, easyJet attempts to cater for business travellers through 
serving a number of more expensive major airports; a strategy which Ryanair 
foregoes since it will increase costs and turnaround times (ibid.). Fourth and finally, 
easyJet have always used the Internet as the major source of generating sales and 
never used travel agents; Ryanair’s Internet sales are increasing steadily as a 
percentage of total sales and reduced its reliance on travel agents (ibid.).         
 
2.7 The Global Development of Low-Cost Carriers  
 
The deregulation and liberalisation of aviation which began, firstly in America, and 
then spread to Europe has now ultimately spread throughout the rest of the world 
(Gross and Schröder 2007). As a result of this trend, we have witnessed – and no 
doubt will continue to witness – the emergence of a truly global LCC revolution. Not 
only have we seen the emergence of new carriers in the US (where the LCC model 
originally came from), but right the way across the world thus providing more 
customers with lower fares and more choices of destinations (ibid.). As a result of the 
emergence of these LCCs, the incumbent flag carriers – who for decades have 
delivered inefficient services as a result of enjoying the cosy protection of regulatory 
frameworks – now have a fight on their hands. So shaken have the incumbent carriers 
been by this, that we have even witnessed a number of them start up their own LCC 
subsidiaries which include, amongst others, United Airlines’ Ted and Delta’s song 
(ibid.).  
Therefore, the worldwide rise of LCCs – whether from scratch or as a subsidiary 
operation – over the course of the past few years has indeed been truly bewildering. 
Indeed, according to Gillen and Taweelertkunthon (2007), the number of LCCs grew 
incredibly fast after the 2000s – from only 12 LCC outfits estimated to be in existence 
in 2000, compared to an estimated 54 in operation just 4 years later. LCC operations 
have thus become established in such places as Brazil (e.g. GOL) and the Middle East 
(e.g. Air Arabia and Jazeera Airways). Yet it is perhaps Asia which appears to have 
shown the most dynamic growth in LCCs over the most recent years. Indeed, a wave 
of start-ups emerged in India beginning with Air Deccan in 2003, Kingfisher and 
GoAir in 2004, and IndiGo and SpiceJet in 2005. China is similarly poised to see a 
wave of new-start up LCCs emerge over the course of the next few years (its 
development thus far has been hindered by the lack of a distinction between the 
landing fees of major airports and secondary airports) (Gross and Schröder 2007). 
Alongside these massively populated countries of India and China, the development 
of LCCs within the Southeast Asian region has also drawn significant interest 
amongst aviation analysts as a result of its geographical configuration, 500 million 
inhabitants, rising disposable income and a growing middle class with the propensity 
to travel as a result of more leisure time (Gillen and Taweelertkunthon 2007).  
 
However, despite these factors aviation analysts and commentators are divided as to 
whether or not the LCC phenomenon will blossom in Southeast Asia as it did in 
Europe or America. This is due to the fact that the Southeast Asian region possesses 
the following characteristics which make its aviation environment unlike that of the 
EU or the US. First, there is a lack of bilateral air service agreements and more 
regulatory restrictions within the intra-Asian market; secondly there is a scarcity of 
secondary airports within easy commuting distance of capital cities which limits LCC 
savings on landing fees, quick turnaround times and high aircraft utilisation; third 
there are longer sector distances than elsewhere; and fourth and finally, these LCCs 
face more intense and efficient competition as a result of the low operating costs 
which arise from increased labour flexibility and weak union regulation within the 
region (cf. ibid.; O’Connell and Williams 2005; Francis et al 2006).  
 
Nevertheless, one Southeast Asian country which has seen the emergence and rise of 
an LCC revolution has been Thailand. As such, this dissertation examines just how far 
the contextual conditions of Thailand provide a ripe and suitable environment for new 
LCCs to enter the market and whether the rise of LCCs in Thailand is a sustainable 
phenomenon. With these aims in mind, then, the next chapter surveys the 
characteristics and features of Thailand together with the rise of the LCC revolution 































DEVELOPMENT OF LOW-COST CARRIERS IN THAILAND 
 
3.1 Chapter Introduction 
 
This chapter provides a general introduction to the Kingdom of Thailand. It therefore 
begins with a very brief and general overview of the country (e.g. geographical size, 
demographics etc) before proceeding to examine in more depth its economy and the 
tourist industry. It then proceeds to discuss the Thai transportation sector which 
includes an examination of the Thai highway system and the Thai state railway 
system, together with a brief history of the Thai aviation industry and its recent 
deregulation and liberalisation. This, in turn, leads on to a discussion of the 
emergence and development of LCCs within Thailand along with detailed examples 
of the three main LCCs currently operating within the Kingdom of Thailand (Air 




The Kingdom of Thailand is an independent country with a constitutional monarchy 
situated in the centre of South-east Asia (BBC 2008). It shares its borders with Laos 
and Burma to the north, Laos and Cambodia to the east, the Gulf of Thailand and 
Malaysia to the south, and the Andaman Sea and Burma to the west (see Map 3.1) 
(Sakornyen et al 2000; Wongtada et al 2006). The geographical shape of Thailand is 
unique; indeed, it is often said to resemble an elephant’s head with a long trunk 
(Sakornyen et al 2000). In terms of its geographical size, Thailand is the world’s 50th 
largest country in terms of land mass with an area of 513,115 square kilometres (ibid.; 
BBC 2008). This makes it similar in size to France or the two states of California and 
New York combined (Wikipedia 2008), or 1.4 times the size of Germany and twice 
the size of the whole of the United Kingdom (Sakornyen et al 2000). Thailand’s 
topography consists of four highly distinctive areas: the mountainous areas of the 
north, the fertile central plains, the semi-arid plateau of the northeast, and the southern 
peninsula (ibid.). Thailand’s climate is sub-tropical with a high-degree of humidity. 
There are very few major cities within Thailand and a limited number of truly 
metropolitan areas. The country is divided into 76 distinct regional provinces (ibid.). 
Bangkok – the nation’s capital and business, industrial and financial centre – is 
conveniently situated in the central area of the country (ibid.).  
 
Thailand’s population is of a similar size to the United Kingdom and France. It 
consists of descendents of ethnic Chinese, Malays, Khmer, Lao, Vietnamese and 
Indians (Sakornyen et al 2000). Although most recent estimates vary, they put the 
population of Thailand somewhere between 63,038,247 to 65,493,296 (Wikepedia 
2008; CIA World Factbook 2008). However, by 2015, Thailand’s population has been 
estimated to reach anywhere from 70 million (Office of the Prime Minister 1999) to 
72.5 million (UNDP 2001). Most recent figures in 2008 estimate the population 
growth rate to be 0.64% (Wikipedia 2008). Age and gender breakdowns* are 
estimated as follows: 
 
0-14 years: 21.2% (male 7,104,776/female 6,781,453) 
15-64 years: 70.3% (male 22,763,274/female 23,304,793) 
65 years and over: 8.5% (male 2,516,721/female 3,022,281) (2008 est.)  
 
*Source: Downloaded from the CIA World Factbook (2008) 
 
Approximately 31.2% of the population live in urban areas, with most of these people 
situated in the Bangkok metropolitan area and the central region of the country 
(Wongtada et al 2006; cf. Sakornyen et al 2000). Total literacy rate – defined as being 
able to read and write over the age of 15 – was estimated in 2001 to stand at 92.6% 
(gender breakdown stood at 94.9% male and 90.5% female) (CIA World Factbook 
2008; Wikipedia 2008).  
 
3.2.1 The Economy of Thailand 
 
Traditionally an agrarian economy, Thailand currently possesses a diverse, 
multifaceted economy (BBC 2008). Thailand currently ranks midway in the wealth 
spread of South-east Asian countries, according to GDP per capita, after Singapore, 
Brunei and Malaysia (Wikipedia 2008).  
 
Although modern industrialisation has been steadily evolving within Thailand since 
the 1960s, it was during the period of the 1980s to the early 1990s that the Thai 
economy grew most rapidly – a growth rate which bestowed it with the status of a 
rapidly developing and emerging economic country (Daquila 2004; Wongtada et al 
2006). However, this was a process which was suddenly halted when the Asian 
economic crisis of 1997 forced the country into a severe economic recession 
(Wongtada et al 2006). (The crisis was caused by mismanagement in the Thai finance 
and banking industry which created a heavy reliance on external funds for the Thai 
economy (ibid.).) This plunged the country into negative growth in 1997 and 1998, 
and was further compounded with the global economic slump of 2001 (Thai exports 
declined for the entire year during 2001.) (ibid.).  
 
At the end of 2001, Thailand owed around US$76 billion to foreign institutions which 
accounted for approximately 63% of the nation’s GDP (Wongtada et al 2006).Weak 
export demand in 2001 led GDP growth to only 2.2% (Wikipedia 2008). However, 
the following three years (2002/2003/2004) saw increased domestic activity and an 
export revival fuel better performance, which saw real GDP growth at 5.3%, 7.1% 
and 6.3% respectively (ibid.).  
 
Exports and tourism play a crucial part within the Thai economy; indeed, these have 
been stated as the country’s major income producing areas which helped stabilise the 
economy as a result of the financial crisis (cf. ibid.; Wongtada et al 2006) and beyond. 
It is therefore estimated that exports account for more than two thirds of Thailand’s 
GDP (Wikipedia 2008). The year of 2005 saw economic growth slump down to 4.5% 
as a result of a number of developments which included, amongst others, rising oil 
prices, trade deficits (Thailand had a current account deficit of -4.3% of GDP in 
2005), severe droughts and floods, uncertainty over Thaksin’s government and the 
tourism slump as a result of the Asian Tsunami on 26th December 2004 (ibid.).  
 
It was not until 2006, that Thailand once again had a surplus in its current account and 
in 2006 (ibid.). However, the recent political problems in Thailand (which initially 
arose over two years ago as a result of the military coup d'état on 19th September 2006 
and which saw the then prime minister Thaksin Shinawatra ousted along with the 
abrogation of the 1997 constitution) have cast uncertainly of whether this economic 
growth is sustainable. 
 
Thailand’s economy is a free enterprise system, although a number of services are 
state-owned and operated – these include, for example, power generation, 
transportation, and communications (the Thai government has been considering 
privatising these for some time now, however) (Sakornyen et al 2000). Figures 
estimated in 2007, put the Thai labour force at around 36.9 million with almost half of 
Thailand’s labour force (49%) employed in agriculture, whilst services follow with 
37% employed and industry accounts for the remaining 14% (Wikipedia 2008; cf. 
Wongtada et al 2006; Sakornyen et al 2000). In 2005, women constituted almost half 
of the labour force at (48%) and held an increasing share of managerial and 
professional jobs (Wikipedia 2008). Rice is the country’s most important crop; 
indeed, Thailand is the number one exporter of rice on the world market (Sakornyen 
et al 2000). This therefore highlights the crucial role that international trade plays in 
the Thai economy. Other agricultural commodities exported in significant amounts – 
include fish and fishery products, tapioca, rubber, grain, and sugar (ibid.). 
Manufactured industrial products, such as vehicles, computers, circuit boards, 
computer parts and clothes are among some of Thailand’s top exports in recent years 
(Wikepedia 2008). Indeed, in 2007 industry contributed 43.9% of gross domestic 
product (GDP) but employed only 14% of the workforce (ibid.). Thailand’s Industrial 
sector therefore expanded at an average annual rate of 3.4% during the period from 
1995 to 2005 (ibid.). However, Thailand now faces increasing pressure from nearby 
with the likes of China and Vietnam. Thailand’s services sector, which ranges from 
tourism to banking and finance, contributed 44.7% of GDP in 2007 (ibid.). The 
tourism sector makes a large contribution to the Thai economy – more than any other 
Asian nation, in fact – and is generally around 6% of GDP per annum (cf. Sakornyen 
et al 2000). Unemployment has remained relatively steady over the past five years 
(see Table 3.1 below) with the most recent figure for unemployment in 2008 
estimated to be 1.70%. 
 
 
Table 3.1: Thailand Unemployment rate, 2003-2008* 
 
Year Unemployment Rate Rank % Change Date of Information 
2003 2.90 % 171  2002 est. 
2004 2.20 % 176 -24.14 % 2003 est. 
2005 1.50 % 11 -31.82 % November 2004 est. 
2006 1.80 % 12 20.00 % 2005 est. 
2007 2.10 % 17 16.67 % 2006 est. 
2008 1.70 % 12 -19.05 % 2007 est. 
 
* Downloaded from: http://indexmundi.com/thailand/unemployment_rate.html  
 
In relation to income distribution, the boom years created more household income 
nationwide, but this was not distributed equally (Wongtada et al 2006). The most 
significant increase occurred in the Bangkok metropolitan area (ibid.). Consequently, 
the gap between the lowest 20% and the top 20% was noticeably wide with the former 
estimated to be representing only 4.8% of the nation’s total income, whilst the highest 
20% have been estimated as accounted for over half at 53.9% (ibid.). This meant that 
the Asian economic crisis of 1997 is still currently being felt by those who had 
incomes near or below the poverty line (ibid.). The richer households in Thailand are 
to be found in Bangkok – indeed, households in the capital earn and spend more than 
double their provincial counterparts – and the provinces of Nonthaburi, Pathum 
Thani, and Samut Prakan (in 2002, these regions earned an average of Bt27,514 
(around USD$650) monthly, and spent Bt20,598 (around USD$480) as opposed to 
the nationwide average of Bt13,418 (USD$320) and Bt10,908 (USD$220) 
respectively (Asian Market Research News 2002)). Furthermore, the average current 
daily wage varies significantly between the various different provinces – from 140 
baht at its apparent lowest to around 200 baht within some areas of Bangkok (Bank of 
Thailand 2008). To take one specific example, in Chonburi province near the eastern 
seaboard, workers earn as little as 173 baht a day (Yimprasert 2006). This variation 
appears to be a result of 17 different levels of minimum wage – commencing from 
140 baht to 184 baht per day – in operation throughout the Kingdom1 (ibid.). As such, 
there are marked differences in income throughout the kingdom with a vast majority 
of farming families in the extreme rural areas earning considerably less, whilst an elite 
                                                 
1 As of 20th September 2008, the exchange rate stood at 62.35 baht to the British pound (£) and 34.08 
baht to the US dollar ($) (Bank of Thailand 2008) 
and middle classes (a growing yet still tiny proportion) account for much of the 
spending in Bangkok (Asian Market Research News 2002). 
Paradoxically then, although daily wages are low throughout the Kingdom of 
Thailand, there has been an overall general increase in consumer spending within the 
country. During the late 1980s, Thai consumer purchasing power averaged only 
US$8-12 per shopping trip (Wongtada et al 2006). By 1992, this had increased to 
US$24-32 per shopper per purchase within lavish department stores, and around 
US$20 within general department stores (ibid.). From their review on the extant 
literature of Thai consumption patterns, Wongtada et al (2006) note three key points. 
First, Thais are spending much more on imported foreign goods as evidenced in a 
jump from US$46 billion (37% of GNP) in 1993 to US$95 billion (66% of GNP) in 
2004 (ibid.). Secondly, there has been an overall increase within Thailand in the 
purchase of some items once previously thought to be luxurious (mobile phones, MP3 
players etc) which have stemmed from shifting demographic and economic changes 
(ibid.). And third, and seemingly contradictory despite the rise in incomes as 
evidenced by the previous two points, the majority of Thais still cannot afford many 
consumer goods since income distribution is skewed toward certain consumer groups 
and industry sectors (ibid.). Therefore, although Thailand has made significant 
economic progress beyond the Asian crisis, the majority of Thais have experienced 
limited benefit from this. Consequently, Thailand is a long way off when compared to 
the Western-style standards of living of Singapore and Hong Kong (ibid.).          
 
3.2.2 Tourism in Thailand: A Brief History and Current Perspective 
 
The previous section highlighted that tourism makes a large contribution to 
Thailand’s economy (usually around 6% of GDP) compared to that of any other Asian 
nation. Consequently, there is no denying that tourism plays an important role in 
Thailand’s economic and social development (Askew 2002; Sakornyen et al 2002; cf. 
Higham 2003). Consequently, we must examine its contribution to the Thai economy 
in some depth. This is undertaken through an historical discussion and analysis of 
both worldwide and national developments which have led to the rise of mass 
international tourism within the Kingdom of Thailand.  
 
Hence, over the past fifty years or so, then, Thailand has seen itself become a popular 
tourist destination as a result of witnessing a steady increase in the number of foreign 
tourists visiting its shores. Whilst the advent of sea travel ensured a steady supply of 
tourism to Thailand – albeit on a small scale – it was really not until the development 
of jet air travel in the 1950s that tourism proper really began – indeed this was a 
development which no doubt contributed to tourists spending 120 million baht in 
Thailand in 1957 (Askew 2002: p60). This important contribution by tourism to the 
Thai national economy was recognised some two years later when the Thai 
government’s Tourism Promotion Organisation Ordinance formally established the 
Tourism Promotion Organisation (Hall and Page 2000; Sakornyen et al 2002). Further 
support for developing tourism in Thailand was enshrined under the First 
Development Plan (begun in 1961 through to 1966) which saw, amongst other things, 
a new runway built at Don Mueang airport (Askew 2002). By 1962, it was estimated 
that tourists were spending 310 million baht in the country, though mostly in Bangkok 
(ibid.). Despite the lack of government coordination, this expansion of tourism during 
the 1960s fuelled substantial growth in Bangkok’s services sector with local 
entrepreneurs and joint venture capitalists establishing recreational and entertainment 
facilities (such as hotels and tourist services) to cater for the growing influx of tourists 
(Askew 2002).  Indeed, this growth is evident in the growth of the number of hotel 
rooms in Bangkok which increased from 2,041 in 1964 to 8,763 by 1970 (Donner 
1978).   
 
Thailand’s tourist industry also received a significant boost as a result of the Vietnam 
war (1959-1970). Indeed, during the period of direct US engagement, some 54,000 
American military personnel ventured into Thailand seeking rest and relaxation (R & 
R) from their campaigns alongside some 336,000 foreign civilian visitors (Askew 
2002). Alongside this, Thailand was given a further boost as a rapidly developing 
popular tourist-visitor destination during this time due to the worldwide rise in 
international mass tourism which was triggered by a confluence of developments such 
as rising standards of living, more free time and cheaper, faster and more reliable jet 
travel, particularly the wide body Boeing 747 jumbo jet which was commercially 
introduced in 1970 (cf. Weaver and Lawton 2006). Although the Vietnam War’s R & 
R wave declined from around 1972, there was still a 28% overall increase in tourist 
arrivals within Thailand (Askew 2002). 
During the next decade, Thailand witnessed rapid tourist growth such that by 1982 
tourist arrivals to Thailand numbered over 2 million (compared to around 600,000 the 
ten years before) (Askew 2002). The Economist Intelligence Unit (1984: p17) thus 
highlights how tourism became the country’s largest revenue source for the Thai 
economy (overtaking income from rice exports) (cf. Sakornyen et al 2002). This 
explosive growth in, and heavy dependence on, tourism was perhaps an outcome of 
the establishment of the Tourism Authority of Thailand (TAT) in 1979 which 
upgraded the Tourism Promotion Organisation established some two decades later. 
The TAT now promoted tourism more vigorously since it now recognised the 
significant contribution that foreign tourism played in attracting and generating 
foreign capital, economic development and employment (Sakornyen et al 2002; 
Askew 2002).  
 
This led to TAT’s official promotional campaign ‘Visit Thailand Year’ in 1987 which 
saw over 4 million annual tourist arrivals; this increased to 5 million by the end of the 
decade (Muscat 1994). This rapid development of tourism in Thailand led to a growth 
in infrastructure and attractions in a number of provinces, particularly within such 
holiday resort centres as Phuket and the southern city of Hat Yai (Askew 2002). 
Whilst these destinations were booming as a result of the introduction of direct flights, 
so too was Bangkok which saw some 90% of tourists enter through its airport 
(Economist Intelligence Unit 1984: p25). Bangkok thus came to occupy a key 
logistical role within aviation domestically, regionally and internationally (cf. Bowen 
2000), as well as for the whole of the Thai transportation sector in general.  
     
The period of 1987 to 1998 has been called the ‘Golden Decade’ of Thai tourism; this 
was a period which saw a significant increase in international tourist arrivals from just 
under 3.5 million visitors in 1987 to over 7.8 million in 1998 (Sakornyen et al 2002). 
Numerous worldwide developments contributed to this success. These included the 
end of the Cold War, the expansion of global trade and investment, the shift of 
economic growth and prosperity from the Atlantic rim to the Asian-Pacific rim, 
further technological developments in the aviation and telecommunications industries 
and the opening up of new tourism destinations (e.g. Vietnam etc) within the vicinity 
of Thailand (cf. Weaver and Lawton 2006; Wikipedia 2008). These factors therefore 
combined to increase global demand for tourism as a result of increasing levels of 
incomes, leisure times and travel comfort, whilst reducing the duration and costs that 
were associated with long-haul travel (cf. Weaver and Lawton 2006). This period also 
saw one other significant tourism development within Thailand: its emergence as a 
popular ‘backpacker’ and ‘adventurer’ destination (cf. Askew 2002). Figures for 
international tourist visitor arrivals during the period 1988-1997 are therefore shown 
in Table 3.2 below.        
  
Table 3.2: International Tourist Visitor Arrival Figures, 1988-1997*  
 
Year Number of  
International 
Tourist Arrivals 
% Change Average 
Length of Stay 
Tourist Receipt 
(Million Baht) 
1988 4,230,737 21.47 7.36 78,859 
1989 4,809,508 13.68 7.63 96,386 
1990 5,298,860 10.17 7.06 110,572 
1991 5,086,899 -4.00 7.09 100,004 
1992 5,136,443  0.97 7.06 123,135 
1993 5,760,533 12.15 6.94 127,802 
1994 6,166,496 7.05 6.98 145,211 
1995 6,951,566 12.73 7.43 190,765 
1996 7,192,145 3.46 8.23 219,364 
1997 7,221, 345 0.41 8.33 220,754 
1998 7,764,930 7.53 8.40 242,177 
 
* Source: Sakornyen et al 2002 p309.  
 
With the emergence of the Asian financial crisis of mid-1997, Thailand aggressively 
marketed and promoted the slogan of ‘Amazing Thailand’ underscoring the image of 
Thailand as a beautifully exotic, peaceful, hospitable country and an all year round 
popular tourist destination which boasted high-quality, value-for-money products and 
services (Diethelm Travel’s Thai Tourism Review 2007). This campaign thus 
contributed significantly to allowing Thailand to achieve respectable growth despite 
the onset of the Asian crisis compared to a number of other Southeast Asian countries 
(Thai Ministry of Foreign Affairs 1999/2000).   
   
Thailand’s popularity as a tourist destination did not wane as the new millennium 
began nor has it beyond it. The table below (see Table 3.3) therefore shows that 
despite the numerous crises which presented themselves (11th September 2001, the 
second Gulf War, the outbreak of SARS, the Tsunami and the Thai political coup of 
2006), the number of international tourists visits have been increasing steadily (with 
the exception of 1999 which saw a slight decrease from the previous year’s total 
number).     
 
Table 3.3: International Tourist Visitor Arrival Figures, 1999-2007*  
 
International* 
Tourist Avarage  Average Expenditure Revenue 
Number Change Length of 
Stay  
/person/day Change Million Change 
Year 
(Million) (%) (Days) (Baht) (%) (Baht) (%) 
1999 8.58 + 10.50 7.96 3,704.54 0.23 253,018 + 4.48 
2000 9.51 + 10.82 7.77 3,861.19 + 4.23 285,272 + 12.75 
2001 10.06 + 5.82 7.93 3,748.00 - 2.93  299,047 + 4.83 
2002 10.80 + 7.33 7.98 3,753.74 + 0.15 323,484 + 8.17 
2003 10.00 - 7.36 8.19 3,774.50 + 0.55 309,269 - 4.39 
2004 11.65 + 16.46 8.13 4,057.85 + 7.51 384,360 + 24.28 
2005 11.52 - 1.51 8.20 3,890.13 - 4.13 367,380 - 4.42 
2006 13.82 + 20.01 8.62 4,048.22 + 4.06 482,319 + 31.29 
2007 14.46 + 4.65 9.19/P 4,120.95/P + 1.80 547,782/P + 13.57 
 
Note: /P=Preliminary Data    
 
* Table downloaded from: http://www2.tat.or.th/stat/web/static_index.php 
 
The World Tourism Organisation (WTO) in 2000 predicted that Thailand possessed 
the potential to attract 32 million visitors by 2020. This figure is looking more and 
more like a realistic possibility since the TAT preliminarily recorded 14.46 million 
visitors travelling to Thailand in 2007 (see Table 3.3 above) – only marginally smaller 
than the 14.8 million people originally forecasted for that year (Diethelm Travel’s 
Thai Tourism Review 2007). Globally, London and Ireland (combined) constituted 
the sixth largest number of visitors to Thailand after Malaysia, Japan, Korea, China 
and Singapore; whilst within Europe they hold the largest share of visitors to Thailand 
(Tourism Authority of Thailand, London 2008). Indeed, arrivals from the UK, in 
2007, reached a notable 763,668, a 2.4% increase from 2006 (ibid.). The Irish market 
also showed impressive growth with 68,219 tourists, up 19.7% from the previous year 
(ibid.). This is no doubt an outcome of the TAT London office’s aggressive marketing 
and promotion of Thailand as an upmarket destination through its recent campaign 
known as ‘chic’ (ibid.).      
 
Overall, then, a recent study by the WTTC highlighted the huge contribution of 
Thailand’s international travel and tourism market to the national economy since it 
generates 6.7 (567 billion baht) to the country’s gross domestic product (GDP) in 
2007; a rate which has been predicted to continue over the next 10 years (Diethelm 
Travel’s Thai Tourism Review 2007). The study also stated that an estimated 1,706 
billion baht will have been generated from tourism and travel demand in 2007; this 
figure is set to double to 3,943 billion baht over the next 10 years thus reflecting an 
anticipated growth in economic activity of 5.3% per year right through to 2017 (ibid.). 
In terms of employment, the travel and tourism industry in 2007 accounted for an 
estimated 1,946,000 jobs in Thailand representing 5.3% of the country’s total 
employment (ibid.). According to the WTTC study, this should increase to 2,157,000 
by 2017 (ibid.). 
  
In relation to domestic tourism, the Thai government has been focusing on the issue 
of the distribution of income in an attempt to increase domestic tourism; an issue 
which the TAT holds a hand in promoting (Sakornyen et al 2002). Thus, the table 
below (Table 3.4) charts the rise of domestic tourism within Thailand from 1998-
2007. The table therefore shows consistent growth (despite marginally negative 
growth in the years 2001/2002/2005/2007) in the domestic tourism sector over the 
period shown. This perhaps therefore suggests that, due to rising incomes, domestic 
tourism within the Kingdom of Thailand is increasing. However, as we saw above, 
this is distributed unevenly throughout the country as result of the income variation in 




















Table 3.4: Thailand Domestic Tourism Figures, 1998-2007*  
 
Domestic 
Thai Visitor Avarage  Average Expenditure 
Revenue 
Trip Change Length of 
Stay  
/person/day Change Million Change 
Year 
(Million) (%) (Days) (Baht) (%) (Baht) (%) 
1998 51.68 - 0.72 2.37 1,512.70 + 3.19       187,897.82 + 4.16 
1999 53.62 + 3.02 2.43 1,523.55 + 2.29 203,179.00 + 7.42 
2000 54.74 + 2.08 2.48 1,717.77 + 12.75 210,516.15 + 3.61 
2001 58.62 + 7.09 2.51 1,702.70 - 0.88 223,732.14 + 6.28 
2002 61.82 + 5.45 2.55 1,689.52 - 0.77 235,337.15 + 5.19 
2003  69.36 + 12.20 2.61 1,824.38 + 7.98 289,986.81 + 23.22 
2004 74.80 + 7.84 2.60 1,852.33 + 1.53 317,224.62 + 9.39 
2005 79.53 + 6.33 2.73 1,768.87 - 4.51 334,716.79 + 5.51 
2006  81.49 + 2.46 2.65 1,795.09 + 1.48 322,533.71 + 8.41 
2007 83.23 + 2.14 2.63 1,767.35 - 1.55 380,417.10 + 4.15 
  
* Table downloaded from http://www2.tat.or.th/stat/web/static_index.php 
3.3 Thailand’s Transportation Infrastructure  
There is no doubt that an efficient transportation infrastructure is essential for any 
country’s economic success. However, Thailand’s rapid economic growth and its 
reliance on tourism as a major form of generating foreign income has resulted in a 
huge strain on the country’s transportation infrastructure. As a result, the following 
two sub-sections examine the Thai highway system and the Thai state railway system. 
These analyses will therefore form the foundation upon which some of the findings 
(for example, the implications for current Thai LCC carriers and their operations) are 
drawn upon – issues which are returned to and developed more fully in the final two 
chapters.  
 
3.3.1 Thailand’s Highway System 
 
Within the Kingdom of Thailand, road transportation plays an important part in 
supporting the economic growth and trade of the country, together with aiding the 
general mobility of the Thai people. Roads therefore constitute the core form of 
transportation in Thailand since it is estimated that road transport accounts for 90% of 
the transportation in Thailand (Sakornyen et al 2002). This intensive automobile 
usage is perhaps reflected in the total vehicle fleet of Thailand, which is estimated to 
currently stand at around 25 million vehicles, and is growing rapidly at 5-10% per 
annum (Global Road Safety Partnership Thailand 2008).  
 
These vehicles use the Thai highway network system which measures some 255,000 
km (see Map 3.2) (Sakornyen et al 2002; World Bank 2008). There are four main 
highways that run throughout the Kingdom. Firstly, the highway to the north – called 
Asia – connects Bangkok to Chiang Mai. Secondly, and heading south, the 
Petchkaseam road connects Bangkok to the Malaysian border. Thirdly, and in relation 
to the north east, the Mittapap (‘friendship’) road connects Bangkok to Nong Khai 
near the Laos border. And finally moving outwards to the east, Sukumvit road 
connects Bangkok to Trad, which is on the border with Cambodia. The Thai highway 
system is under the responsibility of the Department of Highways, who build new 
roads and maintain the existing roads throughout the country (World Bank 2008). 
These main roads which connect Bangkok with the rest of the country consist of two-
to three lane roads.  
 
Whilst it is somewhat of a truism to say that all roads lead to Bangkok, it is no secret, 
however, that the nation’s capital has been experiencing a strained road transportation 
network for sometime now. Indeed, it experiences acute traffic problems where traffic 
approaches gridlock. The city consists of only 112 main roads which comprise a total 
length of 524 kilometres, and some 4,280 smaller roads (Wongtada et al 2006). This 
small road surface – said to be around 11% less than the city’s total land area – has 
not been aided by the rapid increase in the number of cars (ibid.). Thus, in 1984 there 
were already some 1.1 million cars in the capital and by 1989 this had increased to 1.7 
million (ibid.). By 2004, there were some 2.3 million cars, vans and pickup trucks, 
and a further 1.7 million motorcycles registered in Bangkok (ibid.). As a result, it is 
estimated that the average speed of traffic within Bangkok’s main business areas is 
less than seven kilometres per hour, whilst it is less than twenty kilometres per hour in 





3.3.2 The Thai State Railway System 
 
The Thai state railway system was established in 1887 and is under the care and 
auspices of the State Railway of Thailand (Sakornyen et al 2002). It is the second 
most widely used mode of transportation after the highways carrying about 70 million 
passengers every year (Sakornyen et al 2002; cf. World Bank 2008). Although the 
length of its entire network is 5,382 km, only about 4,044 km of rail track is utilised. 
Geographically, the major transit routes are the North (Bangkok-Chiang Mai 
approximately 756 Kilometres), the Northeast (Bangkok-Nong Khai approximately 
624 kilometres), the East (Bangkok-Ubon Ratchathani 575 kilometres), and the South 
(Bangkok-Sungai Kolok approximately 1,143 kilometres) (see Map 3.3) (State 
Railway of Thailand). These services radiate from a main hub based at Hua 
Lamphong (Bangkok Station).  
Although once seen as highly efficient, the State Railway of Thailand has recently 
come under substantial criticism for being burdensome and inefficient despite a 30-
year long development plan of track doubling and rehabilitation. The track doubling 
activities cover about 349 km, while track rehabilitation now covers about 791 km 
(World Bank 2008).  
3.3.3 The Thai Aviation Industry: A Current Perspective 
 
Although one can trace the emergence of Thailand’s aviation industry to 1911, the 
country now possesses a modern twenty-first century aviation industry and 
infrastructure (BOI 2007). Whilst this has been built up slowly throughout the years 
and decades, the emergence of the new millennium proved to be a pivotal year for the 
beginnings of the opening up of the Thai aviation industry. Although liberalisation of 
the Thai aviation industry has been occurring progressively since 1988, it is only 
recently that it has been gaining momentum (ibid.). Thus, as of September 2000, 
private Thai airlines have been allowed to operate on all domestic routes; this was 
extended to cover international routes a year later (Diethelm Travel’s Thai Tourism 
Review 2003). This change therefore set in train a number of deregulation and 
liberalisation policies with regards to the Thai aviation industry over the course of the 
next few years.  
Prior to this, however, the Thai aviation industry largely revolved around the 
incumbent flag carrier ‘Thai Airways International’ as a result of operating in a highly 
regulated industry which was run solely by government agencies and state-owned 
enterprises (ibid.). Indeed, much like many other flag carriers found throughout the 
world, the Thai flag carrier has been a source of national pride, although it has 
consistently provided a high level of service to a world class tourist destination.  
 
Thai began in 1957 – though flights did not begin until 1960 – as a joint venture with 
Scandinavian Airlines System (which initially held a 30% share) (Wikipedia 2008). 
SAS held this share until April 1st 1977, when the Thai government bought out the 
remaining 15% of SAS-owned shares (ibid.). Eleven years later, Thai merged with 
another domestic carrier the Thai Airways Company to form the present Thai Airways 
International airline (ibid.).  
 
Although the Thai government has always been heavily involved in the decisions of 
Thai Airways International, this is changing as is the Thai aviation industry in 
general. Aside from the change of allowing private Thai airlines to operate more 
freely on domestic and international routes mentioned above, a number of other key 
changes have slowly been taking place within the Thai aviation industry over the 
recent years.  
 
Hence, one key change relates to the ownership and administrative structure of 
Thailand’s airports. This refers to a policy of privatisation which was implemented on 
11th June 2002 following Cabinet approval. This led to the Airports Authority of 
Thailand (AAT), which controls Bangkok International Airport and the four 
international airports at Phuket, Chiang Mai, Chiang Rai and Hat Yai, becoming 
corporatised into a public limited company, with the Ministry of Finance (MOF) 
holding all of the shares (Diethelm Travel’s Thai Tourism Review 2003). On 30th 
September 2002, AAT was renamed the Airports of Thailand Plc (AOT) (ibid.). The 
recently completed Suvarnabhumi Airport – considered to be a major regional 
aviation hub and international gateway which can handle an estimated 45 million 
passengers per year compared to the 35 million elsewhere in the region (cf. Wedel 
2005; BOI 2007) – has become an independent business unit under AOT, along with 
the airports in Chiang Mai, Chiang Rai, Hat Yai and Phuket. Policies have also been 
drawn up to change the administration structure of 26 regional airports under the 
Department of Civil Aviation that will involve the private sector administering or 
operating some or all of these airports (see Map 3.4 for the location of many of 
Thailand’s major airports) (Diethelm Travel’s Thai Tourism Review 2003).     
 
The privatisation of Thai Airways International from a wholly state-owned carrier has 
also been gradually occurring. This has included approved future plans to float 300 
million new shares and 100 million existing shares from the Ministry of Finance on 
The Stock Exchange of Thailand thus reducing the government’s stake from 93% to 
70% (Wikipedia 2008; British Airways date unknown). 
 
The Thai government thus sees liberalised air transport as cementing the strong link 
between tourism and regional economic progress. Indeed, the Thai government has 
envisaged Thailand operating an inter-modal transport web of road, rail, air and sea 
transportation networks that will criss-cross not only Thailand but the surrounding 
Mekong countries. Given this, there is no doubt, then, that air transportation makes a 
vital contribution to the Thai tourist industry and economy, as well as for those other 
countries within the region. As Thai Airways International’s Executive Vice President 
Tassnai Sudasna (quoted in Diethelm Travel’s Thai Tourism Review 2003) says: 
‘Because tourism relies on air linkages to generate 84% of visitor arrivals, the 
sustainable growth of tourism depends on air service liberalisation, including 
liberalisation of traffic rights and deregulation of domestic air services… [and] with a 
ratio of 1:10 between outbound and inbound tourists, Thailand has no choice except to 
progressively open more market access for foreign and domestic carriers in order to 
sustain the tourism growth’. 
 
This gradual opening up of the Thai aviation industry is a trend which has also been 
undertaken in conjunction with other Southeast Asian governments such as Malaysia, 
Indonesia and Singapore who have eased their aviation regulations and the process of 
granting landing rights somewhat in the hope of boosting regional tourism and 
business travel (Gillen and Taweelertkunthon 2007). This points to the notion of the 
‘developmental state’ operating within the region since Southeast Asian governments 
have played a critical role in orchestrating the development of the airline industry (cf. 
Bowen 2000). Thus, Southeast Asia is distinctive precisely because the regional 
deregulation and liberalisation of the airline industry is guided explicitly by the 
developmental priorities of the state so as to accelerate economic and social 
development (rather than creating freer competition for the benefit of customers) 
(ibid.).       
 
3.4 The Development of Low-Cost Carriers in Thailand 
 
The last section saw how the Thai government has steadily been deregulating and 
liberalising its aviation industry. As such, this liberalisation and deregulation of 
Thailand’s aviation industry has led to the emergence of a number of LCC airline 
players within the Kingdom (cf. Koumelis 2004; Special Report Businessweek 2004; 
McGrath 2005; De Launey 2006). Apart from fighting for routes, passengers and 
market share amongst themselves, they must also contend with a number of other 
domestic players within Thailand which obviously includes Thai (the national flag 
carrier which flies to 21 domestic destinations such as Chiang Mai, Krabi and Phuket) 
and Bangkok Airways (which promotes itself as an upmarket ‘boutique’ regional 
carrier operating scheduled services to 24 destinations within Thailand, as well as 
Cambodia, China, Japan, Laos, the  Maldives, Burma, Singapore and Vietnam. Its 
main base is Suvarnabhumi Airport, Bangkok) (Wikipedia 2008). Besides these 
home-grown Thai carriers, there are also a number of regional LCCs which serve the 
Kingdom. The most prominent of these include the Singaporean based Tiger Airways 
which flies to the destinations of Bangkok (Suvarnabhumi Airport) and Phuket, as 
does the Australian LCC Jetstar (ibid.).  
 
The next three sub-sections therefore examine briefly the three domestically grown 
Thai LCC players which currently operate within the Kingdom of Thailand. These are 
Thai Air Asia, Nok Air and One-Two-Go. Consequently and as will be seen in the 
analysis of their respective business models below, Gillen and Taweelertkunthon 
(2007) have pointed out that Thai Air Asia is the only true low-cost, no-frills carrier 
of the three, whilst the other two (Nok Air and One-Two-Go) – given their market 
positioning and the offering of additional services such as free snacks and drinks, and 
reserved seating – are low-cost, low-frill carriers. 
 
 
3.4.1 Air Asia/Thai Air Asia 
 
Air Asia is a Malaysian based low-cost carrier and is headquartered in Kuala Lumpur. 
It often draws comparisons with Ryanair, since both carriers have transformed 
themselves from loss making regional operators to profitable LCCs (O’Connell and 
Williams 2005). Indeed, Air Asia was re-launched in Malaysia at the end of 2002 as a 
no frills operation and has often been credited for pioneering low-cost flying in Asia 
(Lawton and Solomko 2005; Gillen and Taweelertkunthon 2007). This flew in the 
face of some commentators and aviation analysts who speculated that low-cost flying 
would not succeed in South-east Asia. Indeed, Tony Fernandes CEO of Air Asia has 
suggested that driving from Kuala Lumpur to Bangkok would be less than desirable, 
concluding that: ‘Air travel is made for Asia. You can generally drive from one end of 
Europe to another, or take a train, but that’s not the case here (Young 2002 cited in 
Lawton and Solomko 2005: p359).    
 
Much like Ryanair, Air Asia’s business model is explicitly based upon that of the 
famed Southwest Airlines business model. This can be seen in its strict adherence to 
low-cost strategies which bestow it with the world’s lowest operating costs in the 
world - $0.04 per seat, which is half that of Ryanair’s (Lawton and Solomko 2005). 
Despite its copycatting of Southwest which has led to an extreme focus on cost-
cutting, Air Asia is also focused on being the price leader within its markets as a 
result of emulating the operational efficiency of Ryanair. However, Air Asia’s value 
proposition is more sophisticated than Ryanair’s as a result of its brand reputation, 
customer service and people management; as a result this aspect is much like 
easyJet’s. In this sense, Air Asia is more an amalgamation of Southwest’s personnel 
and labour strategy, Ryanair’s ruthless operational efficiency and easyJet’s branding 
strategy (ibid.). Air Asia’s unique amalgamation has allowed it to capture a domestic 
share of around 30% of the Malaysian market (O’Connell and Williams 2005).    
  
Thus, following its success in Malaysia which saw Air Asia become a strong player in 
the Malaysian domestic market, Air Asia expanded into neighbouring Thailand in 
2004 through its creation of a sister company Thai Air Asia in partnership with Shin 
Corporation, the Thai telecommunications group (Lawton and Solomko 2005). 
However, the sale of Shin Corporation’s stock in January 2006 by the then Thai Prime 
Minister Thaksin Shinawatra’s family to Singapore’s Temasek Holdings put its 
license as a Thai domestic carrier in Jeopardy (51% of the company must be owned 
by Thai shareholders in order to be registered as a domestic Thai business) 
(Wikipedia 2008). This was averted on 15th February 2006 since it was announced 
that Asia Aviation, a registered Thai company, had taken Shin Corporation’s 50% 
stake in Thai Air Asia. This again changed in May 2007 as Thai Air Asia’s 
management acquired 100% of Asia Aviation (Wikipedia 2008). Today, Thai AirAsia 
is 50% owned by Asia Aviation, 49% owned by AirAsia, and 1% owned by Thai 
AirAsia CEO Tassapon Bijleveld (ibid.). 
 
Upon its entry into Thailand, Thai Air Asia was Thailand’s first LCC; this was a 
move which no doubt had a significant impact upon the regional and domestic travel 
and aviation industries (Horatanachai 2005: p14). Since entering Thailand armed with 
a strong low-cost business model, Thai Air Asia has expanded its offering of domestic 
and regional destinations to become the Kingdom’s largest LCC player. It currently 
serves twenty-three domestic and international destinations. Its domestic destinations 
include, amongst others, Bangkok, Chiang Mai, Chiang Rai, Khon Kaen, Hat Yai, 
Phuket, Ubon Ratchathani and Udon Thani (Wikipedia 2008). Its international 
destinations include Singapore, Hanoi, Phnom Penh, Yangon, Kuala Lumpur, Penang, 
Xiamen, Shenzhen and Macau (ibid.). It serves these destinations through its fleet of 
eighteen aircraft which consists of Boeing 737 and Airbus A320 planes (ibid.). Thai 
Air Asia’s recent success has allowed it to place an order for forty brand new Airbus 
A320s, two of which have been delivered as of November 2007. The rest will be 
delivered by 2012 (ibid.).   
 
Apart from its utilisation of two different types of aircraft, Thai Air Asia also has a 
number of other distinctive elements to its business model. In terms of marketing and 
promotion, it has been aggressively promoting itself with its airfares being advertised 
across Thai television and within the national press. This is clearly an effort to boost 
its name and create the perception that it is affordable for everyone to fly. It also uses 
the internet to provide information about the company, its flight routes, destinations 
and schedules, and of course, to make online bookings. Air Asia also does not serve 
or allow passengers to bring food or drinks on board, but does offer simple snacks and 
beverages on the plane (Horatanachai 2005). Similarly, there is no policy of advance 
seating assignments – passengers can choose to sit wherever they like once onboard 
the plane. This is comparable to the first-come, first served basis of seating pioneered 
by Southwest Airlines. 
 
3.4.2 Nok Air 
 
Nok Air was the most recent addition to the rise of home grown Thai LCCs it is based 
in Bangkok, Thailand. It operates domestic flights out of its main hub of Don Mueang 
International Airport, Bangkok. The airline was established in December 2003, 
although it did not begin operating flights until 23rd July 2004. It is a subsidiary of the 
state flag carrier Thai Airways International which owns a 39% stake in the business. 
The other stakes belong to Dhipaya Insurance (10%), Government Pension Fund 
(10%), Krung Thai bank (10%), Crown Property Bureau (6%), ING Funds (5%), King 
Power (5%), Patee Sarasin (5%), Siam Commercial Bank Securities (5%) and 
Supapong Asvinvichit (5%) (Wikipedia 2008). The word, Nok, means ‘bird’ in Thai 
thus conveying its duty of flying, whilst its company livery of bright colours such as 
yellow serves to highlight that it offers a fun and friendly service.  
 
Nok Air currently has a small fleet size of ten aircraft. This mostly consists of nine 
140-seater Boeing 737 aircraft. Although Nok Air flew to a number of international 
destinations which included Hanoi in Vietnam and Bangalore in India these have 
since been suspended as of November 2007 (Wikipedia 2008; Anonymous 2008). 
Whilst it now focuses solely on servicing domestic routes within Thailand, a number 
of its destinations were also cut over the past year or so; these included services to 
Chiang Rai, Krabi, Loei, Phitsanulok, Phuket and Ubon Ratchathani (Wikipedia 
2008). Nok Air now currently only flies to five destinations from Don Mueang 
International airport, these include: Chiang Mai, Hat Yai, Nakhon Si Thammarat, 
Trang and Udon Thani (ibid.).   
  
Gillen and Taweelertkunthon (2007) suggest that Nok Air is a premium LCC as a 
resulting of charging 10-15% higher fares than its LCC rivals. This ‘premium yet fun’ 
image is reinforced in its business model which has a number of distinctive elements. 
Customers can book tickets via the Internet. Its call centre accepts a variety of 
payment methods. Its flights offer advance seating assignments. However, perhaps the 
biggest difference in its business model as compared to the other Thai LCCs is that it 
has its own Business Class – Nok Plus – which provides complimentary newspapers 
and magazines, free snacks and drinks, and extra baggage allowance (Gillen and 
Taweelertkunthon 2007). Nok Air currently has a market share of around 28% 
(Wikipedia 2008).                                               
 
3.4.3  One-Two-Go 
 
One-Two-Go was established on the 3rd of December 2003 by its parent company 
Orient-Thai Airlines and was the first local Thai player to challenge Thai Air Asia as 
a result of offering low-fare domestic flight services (Horatanachai 2005: p14). It is 
based in Bangkok, operating out of Don Mueang International Airport. Although it 
began its inaugural flights operating a simple service from Bangkok to Chiang Mai, it 
currently offers return trips to and from ten destinations within the Kingdom of 
Thailand, these include, amongst others, Hat Yai, Krabi, Nakhon Si Thammarat, 
Phuket and Surat Thani (Wikipedia 2008). Its fleet size is relatively small; its most 
preferable type of aircraft is the McDonnell Douglas MD-82 numbering eight 
(Wikipedia 2008). It also operates two Boeing 747s (ibid.).  
 
In terms of its business model, One-Two-Go has apparently attempted to differentiate 
itself somewhat from the standard LCC business model. To begin with, One-Two-Go 
offers a unique service known as the ‘Go Show’ system. This allows customers to 
simply turn up at the airport and buy a ticket at the counter on the date of travel 
(Horatanachai 2005: p14). Secondly, One-Two-Go offers advanced seating 
assignments (ibid.). Thirdly, it provides free snacks and soft drinks to its passengers 
as opposed to not serving any at all (ibid.).     
 
One-Two-Go made the international news a year ago, however, as a result of the crash 
of Flight 269 which was a scheduled service from Bangkok’s Don Mueang 
International Airport to Phuket International Airport situated on the Thai resort island 
of Phuket. The crash occurred on 16th September 2007 (amid a heavy rainstorm and 
strong crosswinds) as a result of a pilot error since there was a misjudgement on the 
aircraft’s landing approach. The crash resulted in 90 deaths (which consisted mostly 
of foreigners) and injured dozens more raising international concerns regarding the 
safety of LCC operations within the Kingdom of Thailand (BBC News 2007; Head 
2007).  
 
One-Two-Go’s troubles were further compounded most recently when it was forced 
to ground and suspend its operations from 22nd July 2008 to 15th September 2008 
(there is speculation, however, that this will increase up until the end of October 
2008). Although this suspension is said to be the result of a financial restructuring due 
to the rise in fuel costs which have more than doubled in the past year, falling 
domestic demand, fierce competition from fellow Thai LCCs and a pessimistic 
business outlook (Kositchotethana 2008), other sources have suggested that it is 
related to the Phuket air crash which led to the original suspension of the airline’s Air 
Operator Certificate (Aircrew Buzz 2008).  
 
Indeed, the Bangkok Post has reported that Thailand's Civil Aviation Department’s 
(CAD) decision to suspend One-Two-Go’s Air Operator Certificate apparently arose 
from their investigation of the crash of One-Two-Go Flight 269 at Phuket, since it 
discovered that the company was working with substandard operations (ibid.). 
Consequently, the numerous shortcomings that the department found related to the 
airline’s aviation operations, flight schedules and maintenance, along with a distinct 
lack of quality assurance. Indeed, it discovered that the low-cost airline had violated 
aviation safety regulations and lacked proper airline management (ibid.). Moreover, 
the department found that the pilots of the airline’s MD82 aircraft had submitted 
documents contradictory to their actual level of expertise (ibid.). As a result the flying 
licences of seven of the airline’s foreign pilots were revoked (six Indonesians and one 
Venezuelan) and the licenses of two Thai pilots suspended (ibid.).  
 
The company now faces litigation from all sides, not only from the families of the 
accident’s victims which are suing the airline claiming that the crash was due to safety 
deficiencies, but also from the CAD who are filing criminal charges against the airline 
and its pilots (ibid.). It is therefore fair to say that the future of One-Two-Go is 
uncertain, as perhaps is the general sustainability and outlook for the future of LCCs 
within Thailand – issues which are all examined in more depth over the course of the 
remaining two chapters of this dissertation.     
CHAPTER 4 
 
METHODOLOGY AND ANALYSIS 
 
4.1 Chapter Introduction 
 
The purpose of this chapter is to introduce and justify the methodology undertaken 
and utilised for this study together with an analysis of the information obtained. The 
chapter therefore details and outlines such issues as the importance of methodology (it 
examines the qualitative and quantitative distinction), the justification for choosing 
the research methodology, the procedures utilised for data collection with reference to 
primary and secondary data, and issues of reliability, validity and generalisability. The 
chapter concludes with a discussion and analysis of the findings; as such, this section 
takes a thematic approach as a result of examining four prominent themes which 
emerged from the research methodology (1. International and domestic demand for 
LCCs in Thailand; 2. The relationship of LCCs to tourism within Thailand; 3. LCCs 
and other forms of transport within Thailand; and 4. issues of safety and punctuality).         
 
4.2 The Importance of Methodology: The Qualitative/Quantitative Distinction  
 
Research within the social sciences is often been divided into one of two opposing 
research traditions: quantitative and qualitative (Flick 2002; Weaver and Lawton 
2006; Veal 2006). Whilst there are a number of varying approaches which constitute 
these two research traditions, they do nevertheless reflect fundamentally different 
philosophical, ontological, epistemological and methodological assumptions (Denzin 
and Lincoln 2005). These differences therefore immediately raise two key points. 
First, is that methodology does not just refer to the research methods being utilised in 
order to gather the data as is commonly assumed; but rather to the total approach of 
how the research project was conceived, how the data was collected and how the 
analysis of the data was undertaken (Harvey 1990; Harvey et al 2000). In this way, 
methodology reflects the underlying philosophical, ontological, epistemological and 
methodological assumptions that the researcher has brought to bear on the topic at 
hand so as to produce knowledge (cf. Harvey 1990; Moisander and Valtonen 2006).  
Secondly, and leading on from the previous point, is that, although the quantitative 
and qualitative research traditions both attempt to study and explain observed social 
phenomena, they are distinct in their emphasis on, and assumptions of, the nature of 
social reality and of the relationship of the researcher to the researched (cf. Harvey et 
al 2000). Quantitative research has therefore become associated with the collection of 
data and its analysis through sophisticated statistical methods and techniques, whilst 
qualitative research has generally become associated with narrative and forms of 
‘storytelling’ (cf. Johnson and Duberley 2000; Ticehurst and Veal 2000). In short, 
quantitative research consists of numbers, qualitative research consists of words; this 
has often given rise to the common perception that quantitative research is ‘hard’ and 
qualitative research is ‘soft’ (cf. Veal 2006). It is therefore important to spend some 
time addressing the characteristics of these two research traditions which have often 
been presented respectively as positivistic versus interpretative (cf. Giddens 1974; 
Johnson and Duberley 2000; Johnson et al 2006; Veal 2006).  
 
The quantitative research tradition has thus become associated with positivism since it 
begins with the underlying philosophical assumption that there is a real, external and 
objective world out there that is waiting to be scientifically discovered (Gephart 2004: 
p456). As such, the positivistic social science researcher thus attempts to acquire 
knowledge of the social world through following a rigorous scientific mode of 
enquiry which has been based on the template of the natural sciences (Johnson and 
Duberley 2000). This approach thus gives rise to an accentuated realist ontology 
which seeks to discover and collect regularities (‘facts’) through observation 
(Saunders et al 2007). Through collecting these facts, quantitative research aims to 
code, count and quantify social phenomena in order to build a hypothesis, theory or 
predictive model which is then verified or falsified by carrying out more and more 
careful observations (Johnson et al 2006). In this way, quantitative research has 
become associated with the hypothetico-deductive model since it ‘emphasises the 
measurement and analysis of causal relations among variables’ (Gephart 2004: p.455). 
Thus, quantitative research has a distinct ‘scientistic’ emphasis based on the 
prediction of cause and effect relationships between variables (‘natural laws’) 
(Johnson et al 2006). As such, the quantitative research tradition progresses from the 
general to the particular in contrast to the qualitative research tradition which begins 
with the particular before moving onto the general (cf. May 2001; Gilbert 2001; Veal 
2006). 
 
Research tools, methods and methodologies common to quantitative research 
therefore include questionnaires, surveys, experimental research designs and 
systematic sampling techniques. All these are assumed to minimise personal contact 
between the researcher and the researched, thus militating against bias and 
maintaining ‘objectivity’ (Johnson et al 2006). Quantitative research is therefore seen 
to occupy a ‘universal and privileged status’ as a result of its positivistic adoption of 
erklaren which is constituted by methodological monism as a result of assuming 
deterministic (i.e. human social behaviour is merely a response to external stimuli), 
nomothetic (i.e. the natural sciences provide the template for all forms of investigation 
through rigid protocols, procedures and techniques), representationalist (i.e. 
hypotheses, theories and facts mirror truth or near true reality) and objectivist 
metatheoretical assumptions (Johnson and Duberley 2000: pp.11-61; Gephart 2004).  
 
In contrast to quantitative research, qualitative research begins from very different 
philosophical foundations since it contends that the social world is too complex and 
qualitatively different to follow the logic of erklaren (indeed, this still fuels the 
methodenstreit debate in the social sciences) (Gephart 2004; Johnson and Duberley 
2000). Though qualitative research consists of a great variety of data gathering 
approaches and analytical strategies, it nevertheless relates to the interpretative 
research tradition. Since qualitative research involves texts and words narrated from 
people’s views, experiences and ideas, it opposes positivism’s claim of a singular 
truth (Johnson and Duberley 2000). It therefore consists of descriptive texts and 
dialogues unlike the rigid numerical data collected through the quantitative method. 
Furthermore, qualitative research is conducted using a ‘naturalistic’ and ‘inductive’ 
mode of inquiry in its data collection and interpretation (ibid.). These two 
perspectives therefore maintain that social phenomena are fundamentally distinct 
from physical phenomena and that one cannot apply the scientific methods and 
methodologies of the latter to analyse and explain the former (ibid.). Qualitative 
research consists of a varied range of data collection techniques which commonly 
include in-depth and non-standardised interviews, ethnography, participant and non-
participant observation, case study analysis, discourse analysis and documentary 
analysis, amongst others (Veal 2006).   
 
As briefly mentioned above, one of the key distinctions between the two traditions 
relates to the role of the social science researcher (May 2001). Given its numeric, 
‘scientistic’ and deductive emphases, some argue that quantitative research is more 
accurate and reliable than qualitative research since it begins with initial assumptions 
– a working hypothesis – which are then tested through experiments (cf. Veal 2006). 
This is said to keep the researcher separate from that being researched thereby 
militating against bias and maintaining ‘objectivity’ (Johnson et al 2006: p137. 
Moreover, qualitative research is seen to actively celebrate the role of the researcher 
through the notion of reflexivity. In this sense, the researcher’s own biography can 
play a significant part in the research process (cf. May 2001). This role of the 
researcher can be seen as a strength or weakness depending on the nature of the 
research to be undertaken.  
 
There are therefore a number of strengths and weakness, advantages and 
disadvantages associated with using quantitative or qualitative research methods. 
These need to be considered thoroughly before choosing a particular research 
methodology. To begin with, it can be argued that undertaking either quantitative or 
qualitative research is a time consuming process (cf. Harvey et al 2000). However, as 
opposed to the available software which can aid the analysis of quantitative research 
as a result of examining large amounts of data and drawing relationships (such as 
SPSS, for example), qualitative research such as participant observation and in-depth 
interviews generate large amounts of raw data which need to be understood and 
interpreted before they can be analysed (cf. ibid.). Other external factors besides time 
constraints which can impinge upon the research project include access, money and 
the researcher’s resources and experience (ibid.; Bryman 2004). It is in this context 
that the following section explains the justification for choosing to utilise a qualitative 





4.3 Research Methodology: Why Qualitative Research? 
 
This section details the research methodology utilised in this study as a result of 
taking into account the numerous considerations outlined in the previous section. 
Thus, it goes without saying that the research methodology must represent a suitable 
means of obtaining useful and pertinent data in relation to the topic area and the 
research aims and questions that were posed at the outset of the study. Since this study 
focuses on the general phenomenon of Low-cost carriers (LCCs) and their rise in 
relation to the specific country of the kingdom of Thailand, it will be recalled that 
there were three interrelated aims of the study. These were to discuss and examine the 
emergence and development of the LCC revolution in the Kingdom of Thailand, to 
examine how Thai LCCs compared against other modes of transportation (particularly 
the state highways and railway networks) as well as against other forms of air carriers 
within the Kingdom of Thailand, and how sustainable the rise and operation of Thai 
LCCs are given the current global economic climate and Thailand’s present political 
instability.   
 
In choosing whether to utilise a quantitative or a qualitative research approach, 
Morgan and Smircich (1980: p491) provide a pragmatic approach since they suggest 
that the appropriateness of the chosen methodology ‘[…] derives from the nature of 
the social phenomena to be explored’. Furthermore, Morgan and Smircich (1980) also 
suggest that where a research study does not have a concrete structure in which 
accurate definitions can be assigned and measurements taken (the quantitative 
approach), a qualitative approach is more appropriate. Therefore, given the selection 
of the research topic and the research questions posed together with the complexity 
and exploratory nature of this study, the research methodology chosen is qualitative 
rather than quantitative.  
 
4.4 Data Collection 
 
The process of collecting data can be conducted either in a haphazard manner or one 
that is highly structured. The former refers to collecting data as you ‘stumble across 
it’, whilst the latter is conducted using a clearly stated method (Harvey et al 2000). As 
was seen above, there are many methods within the social sciences which can be 
deployed to collect data and evidence such as participant observation, archival 
research and numerous forms of interviewing. Whilst a method can be used in many 
different settings and for many different purposes, some methods are more 
appropriate in certain contexts and circumstances than others (ibid.).  
 
Alongside the quantitative/qualitative and positivist/interpretative distinctions, 
research methodology and methods can also be divided into primary and secondary 
methods. Primary methods involve social science researchers gathering and collecting 
their own data (Veal 2006). As a result, the data is completely ‘new’. A typical 
example of this is a taped interview in order to investigate and answer specifically 
tailored questions to a new topic area (cf. Harvey et al 2000). Primary research 
commonly takes three broad forms: 1) asking questions; 2) observation; and 3) 
‘document’ analysis (ibid.).  
 
On the other hand, secondary methods involve the extraction of existing data or the 
reanalysis of existing information that has already been used as part of a previous 
research project or study (Veal 2006). This can include, for instance, using library 
archives to collect information from a range of studies, articles, and magazines to 
undertake a more comparative study (Kumar 2005), or the use of official statistics 
collected by government agencies pertaining to such areas as spending patterns and 
employment so that a relationship between the two can be ascertained (ibid.).  
  
In sum, primary methods provide first-hand data and information and secondary 
sources provide second-hand data. In practice, most forms of social science research 
involve a mixture of both primary and secondary methods. This is because researchers 
examine and explore the existing literature in order to find what has been written 
within their particular area of research interest; however, some research projects do 
involve researchers collecting entirely new material altogether (Harvey et al 2000). 
 
To be sure then, data collection is a critical stage of the research project since the data 
collected provides insights into the findings of the study. This study therefore uses a 
combination of primary research methods and secondary research methods in order to 
shed light on the research aims posed. Therefore, and as mentioned above, this study 
will utilise a qualitative research methodology as a result of taking into account the 
considerations outlined above together with the exploratory and complex nature of the 
research topic under analysis. Consequently, the following section details and justifies 
the primary research method (i.e. semi-structured interviews) utilised in relation to the 
wider qualitative research methodology that was chosen for this study.   
 
4.4.1 Primary Research  
4.4.1.1 Semi-structured interviews 
 
The primary research method undertaken for this study involved the utilisation of 
semi-structured interviews. In what follows a brief explication about interviews as a 
primary research method for obtaining qualitative data is presented before discussing 
the reasons why semi-structured interviews were specifically chosen for this study. 
 
Interviews are often said to be one of the most widely used – and abused – research 
methods (Miller and Brewer 2003: p166; Cooper and Schindler 2008). Interviews – as 
a primary research method – therefore provide a way of generating and gathering data 
by asking people to talk about a specific subject in more depth, since it provides a 
framework in which respondents can express their own thoughts in their own words 
(Miller and Brewer 2003). In this way, interviews are not just mere conversations, 
rather ‘[t]hey are conversations with a purpose – to collect information about a certain 
topic or research question (ibid: p166). Consequently, interviews are pre-arranged, 
organised and conducted between interviewers and interviewees, and follow certain 
rules. Thus, the interviewer initiates contact and the interviewer consents; the 
interviewer establishes the right to ask questions and the interviewee agrees to answer 
them (Miller and Brewer 2003). Although interviews generally take place between 
two people, they can also be conducted with a group of people – this is known as a 
‘focus group’ (Fielding and Thomas 2001). 
 
There are three main types of interviews arising from the degree of structure imposed 
on their format, these are: structured, semi-structured and unstructured (Miller and 
Brewer 2003; Fielding and Thomas 2001). Structured interviews (also called 
standardised interviews) are not too dissimilar from questionnaires since they both use 
a standard, ordered format which consists of pre-determined questions that follow a 
fixed-order, thus providing the interviewer with a readymade ‘schedule’ of questions 
with which to ask the respondent/interviewee (Fielding and Thomas 2001). 
Consequently, this type of interview is most often used as a survey instrument for 
market research since it allows for statistical analysis to be undertaken more easily 
(Miller and Brewer 2003).  
 
The other two forms of interviews – semi-structure and unstructured – are more 
flexible and open-ended. These make them more amenable to qualitative research 
since they allow the interviewer to probe the interviewee’s thoughts, opinions and 
ideas more deeply. In using semi-structured interviews (also called semi-standardised 
interviews) the interviewer pre-determines in advance the broad topic areas to be 
address and what questions will be asked. Despite this, the interview retains an 
element of flexibility since the interviewer is free to alter their sequence if a topic 
requires more probing. Consequently, interviewers using this form of structure often 
use a memory aid which reminds them of the key topics and general issues to be 
covered but without any specific structure. This not only has the advantage of 
allowing the interviewer to adapt the interview to suit the individual level of 
articulacy and comprehension of the research respondent, but also allows the 
interviewer sufficient leeway to digress (Miller and Brewer 2003; Fielding and 
Thomas 2001). As such, open-ended questions provide the researcher with the 
opportunity to gain rich information since they allow the respondent to develop and 
tailor their own answers in relation to length, depth and level of sophistication (Miller 
and Brewer 2003).  
 
Whereas semi-structured interviews possess a small degree of structure to aid the 
direction of the interview, unstructured interviews (also called non-standardised 
interviews) adopt a non-directive – almost free conversational style – that allows the 
respondent to determine the course of the interview (Miller and Brewer 2003). 
Unstructured interviews are particularly useful when researching an unfamiliar aspect 
of social life. In using unstructured interviews, the interviewer thus enters the 
interview not knowing in advance what the questions are likely to be; instead he or 
she enters with a guide or a list of topics that she or he wishes to discuss. This allows 
the interviewer the complete freedom to phrase questions as they see fit and to ask 
them in any order as the situation develops, and even to join in the conversation by 
sharing their own ideas and views about the topic in question (Fielding and Thomas 
2001).  
 
Whilst it goes without saying that the research methods selected depend upon the 
nature of the research topic and the research questions that have been posed, there are 
also a number of other reasons. Consequently, there were a number of reasons why 
semi-structured interviews were chosen along with the final sample of respondents. 
Thus, although it would have been ideal to have been able to undertake fieldwork as a 
result of interviewing a number of Thai entrepreneurs in order to gauge their views 
regarding the LCC phenomenon in Thailand, whether they were interested in starting 
up such a business as an LCC operation, and whether they thought it was a sustainable 
phenomenon, this proved to be very difficult in practice. Indeed, no real leads were 
generated after a large number of emails were sent to numerous Thai entrepreneurs. 
This was followed-up with additional requests for email and online interviews, which 
again did not receive any replies (emails requesting access to interviews numbered 
over a 100).  
 
Given this difficulty, a new heterogeneous sample was chosen consisting of five 
interviewees. Although the purpose of sampling is to study a representative subsection 
of a precisely defined population in order to make inferences about the wider 
population at large (Veal 2006), the small number of participants is not a major 
concern since it allows issues to be studied in greater depth and detail. Because of the 
difficulty of acquiring solid leads for interviews, the network or snowball sampling 
approach was also used for this study; this is an approach which is utilised when there 
is no adequate list which will inform the sampling frame (Bryman 2004). The 
approach involves contacting a member of the target population and asking whether 
they can suggest a further person within the required categories (ibid.). Once that 
person has been contacted and agrees to undertake the interview, further contacts are 
sought and so the process begins anew – hence the term ‘snowballing’. Indeed, this 
approach was highly successful as it yielded three of the five respondents. The 
interviewee sample therefore consisted of the following:  
 
1. A representative from the TAT (Tourism Authority of Thailand) London office; 
2. A representative from the Thai Embassy London; 
3. A representative from a Thai travel agency in Chonburi province who was working 
in the UK at the time and conducting business;  
4. A member of Bangkok Airways;  
5. One Thai entrepreneur who owns a property development business in Bangkok.  
 
The latter two interviews were conducted via telephone. Four of the five participants 
were Thai natives.  
 
These target respondents were therefore encouraged to share their ideas and 
experiences regarding the rise of the low-cost phenomenon in Thailand. As part of 
their consent to be interviewed, the participants’ names have been kept anonymous 
(although their respective job titles have been provided in the transcripts – see 
Appendices). Each interview lasted approximately 45-60 minutes long. Three of the 
five interviews were recorded using a Dictaphone and upon completion were 
transcribed for in-depth analysis. The two interviews which were not recorded were 
the telephone interviews and as such no transcription of these conversations are 
provided in the Appendices. 
 
Since the interviews followed a semi-structured format, the order of the questions 
allowed for flexibility and change depending on the respondents’ ideas and 
experiences, as well as providing the potential for the further probing of information. 
However, the researcher must carefully consider the topics which are to be covered, 
as well as having a general idea as to the development of the questions so that the 
conversation can at least follow a logical line of reasoning. Moreover, the researcher 
needs to consider formulating questions that will yield the most useful data. Thus, 
although the questions chosen for this study contained a combination of open and 
closed questions, the majority are open. Open questions allow for more in-depth 
answers from the respondents, since they allow the respondents to draw upon their 
own knowledge and experience, and thus to answer the question as they see fit. Of 
course, issues related to whether the questions are easily understood, whether the 
questions are pertinent and whether they wish to disclose the requested information 
must also be considered.  
 
To aid structure for the respondents and to help the researcher with the analysis later 
on, the interview structure was divided into two or three main parts depending upon 
the interviewee’s/respondent’s background. The first part asked the respondents 
questions regarding their views of the LCC revolution in general. The second part 
probed the rise of LCCs more specifically within the Kingdom of Thailand and in 
more depth, whilst the second part related to whether they felt LCCs had an impact 
upon Thailand in relation to the economy, tourism and so on. Where the interviewee 
was a Thai entrepreneur, a third part was introduced asking whether he or she had 
ever thought about starting up a low-cost operation. Thus, given the heterogeneous 
nature of the respondents, the use of semi-structured interviews allowed for the 
questions to be better tailored to their backgrounds, as well as how the situation 
developed and unfolded (e.g. whether questions were answered that might have been 
asked later) (cf. Bryman 2004). This means that the questions asked were highly 
variable. For example, with regards to the representatives at the TAT and the Royal 
Thai Embassy questions related to how the LCCs contributed to the Thai tourist 
industry, whilst for the Thai entrepreneur questions related to whether they have ever 
thought about starting up a LCC operation within the Kingdom of Thailand.  
 
Furthermore, it is also worth mentioning that before the interviews began, a 
comprehensive introduction of around 10 minutes was provided to the respondents 
about the aims of the research, the general structure of the interview and their 
contribution. Issues related to confidentiality and anonymity were reinforced. 
Respondents were also asked if it was acceptable for the conversation to be recorded 
(via the use of a Dictaphone; written notes were also taken). This was an issue that the 
three respondents who undertook the interviews in person agreed to. Despite this, it 
was stated that the respondent could have the Dictaphone stopped at anytime or refuse 
to answer any question which they deemed unacceptable or particularly sensitive. A 
final thank you for their time and access was proffered before beginning the interview 






4.4.2 Secondary Research 
4.4.2.1 Official Thai Governmental Statistical Sources 
 
Alongside the primary research method of semi-structured interviews, secondary 
research methods will also be utilised for this study. As a result of the wide 
proliferation of survey research, more and more data is available for secondary 
analysis. The utilisation of secondary data therefore confers on the researcher cost and 
time saving advantages. In relation to this dissertation, then, several attempts were 
made to access the Thai governmental and statistical records at the Royal Thai 
Embassy. However, access was denied on the grounds that they were not made 
available to the general public. This required a new approach to accessing the required 
secondary data.   
 
Consequently, the secondary data that informed much of the basis of Chapter three 
involved the re-analysis of existing survey data which was originally collected by the 
Thai government, large non-governmental organisations, or multilateral international 
organisations and posted on their websites. For example, one of the main Thai 
governmental websites used for this project was the National Statistical Office 
Thailand located at http://web.nso.go.th/eng/stat/stat.htm. This website provided 
comprehensive information about numerous Thai governmental surveys and statistical 
data, since it serves as the key statistical data bank of the country. However, much of 
this data, though useful, was quite dated. Other websites used and referred to included 
the Bank of Thailand’s website at http://www.bot.or.th/english/statistics. Data 
regarding Thailand’s population structure and other relevant statistics were obtained 
from the CIA World Factbook 2008 at https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-
world-factbook/geos/th.html, Wikipedia at http://www.wikipedia.org/ and the BBC’s 
country profile of Thailand at http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/world/asia-
pacific/country_profiles. Other secondary sources consulted included an array of 
specialist books on the Southeast Asian region, academic articles and business 





4.5 Data Processing 
 
Having detailed the research methods which will be used to collect the data for the 
purposes of this study, it would be worthwhile to briefly discuss some of the issues 
related to how this information will actually be evaluated, processed and analysed. As 
such, a discussion related to the evaluation of data, data conversion and data analysis 
is required. 
 
Regarding the evaluation of data, this will include scrutinising the reliability of the 
data source. As such, the data sources used in this study have been carefully selected 
based upon their authority and fitness for purpose. We can be sure that the secondary 
data utilised for this dissertation were compiled in a rigorous manner. The primary 
data sources – the interview respondents – are all reliable; that is to say, they all have 
a specific area of knowledge or interest either in relation to the LCC phenomenon or 
specifically in relation to certain aspects of the Kingdom of Thailand (e.g. its 
economy, its tourism etc), or both.  
 
In relation to data conversion, it was mentioned that three of the five interviews will 
be transcribed. Numerous scholars suggest that audio-recording the conversation via 
the use of a machine such as a Dictaphone provides the researcher with a ‘naturalistic’ 
documentation of events since it follows a natural design (Flick 2002). Indeed, whilst 
the use of a Dictaphone was mentioned to three of the participants at the introductory 
stage of the interview process, it appeared that the interviewees simply forgot that the 
conversation was being tape recorded allowing for the conversation to occur 
‘naturally’ (cf. ibid.; May 2001). Alongside the use of a Dictaphone, shorthand 
written notes were also taken during the interviews. These were taken more as a 
memory aid, and as a result, were only taken when deemed absolutely necessary as it 
was felt that this would distract from the natural flow of the conversation. This 
therefore highlights that notes were recorded selectively during these three interviews 
– indeed often consisting of merely a single word, sentence or quotation. As a result, 
the researcher was able to stay more alert and thus more able to probe, prompt, 
follow-up or highlight any inconsistencies during the interviewing process (Bryman 
2004). However, notes for the two telephone interviews were more detailed since 
there was no recording device.   
The recorded data must therefore be subjected to data conversion and interpretation 
before it is analysed. In some realms of social science – particularly linguistics – the 
transcription of interviews and conversations has almost become a science in itself as 
a result of recording exactly such aspects as turn-taking, utterances, breaks and 
silences, and so on (cf. Flick 2002). However, the transcriptions for this study are not 
as rigorous and do not follow this prescriptive approach or its conventions; rather they 
are only used in a general way so as to fulfil the aims of this study. Indeed, an over-
transcription of data can sap a researcher’s time and energy which could have been 
used more appropriately for interpretation, for instance.   
 
In relation to the analysis of the transcribed data, the transcription allows the 
researcher to become familiar with the data and for her or him to organise the data so 
that a more thorough examination of what the respondents said can take place (May 
2001; Flick 2002). This process therefore serves the main aim of documenting the 
interviews in their original context and structure (Flick 2002). As such, the researcher 
can analyse the interviews as a result of breaking down their structures and then 
examining themes that emerge. Moreover, it permits the researcher repeated 
examinations of the interviewees’ answers. Therefore, as a result of a thorough 
analysis of the primary interview data combined with an analysis of the existing 
secondary literature and information, it is hope that new themes and issues will 
emerge and to come to light regarding the rise and sustainability of LCCs in Thailand.   
       
4.6 Reliability, Validity and Generalisability 
  
The data collected as a result of the utilisation of the above methods has implications 
regarding the reliability, validity and generalisability of the findings of this study. As 
such, these issues will be discussed in what follows.   
 
Although it is now clear that this is a qualitative study and therefore not truly 
positivist in nature, it is still useful to address the issues of reliability and validity. 
Reliability therefore refers to ‘[…] the extent to which research findings would be the 
same if the research were to be repeated at a later date or with a different sample of 
subjects’ (Veal 2006: p41). In this sense, reliability is based upon the template of the 
natural sciences since it is assumed that an experiment should produce identical 
results wherever and whenever it is conducted and if properly controlled (Ticehurst 
and Veal 2000). In reality, this approach is difficult to attain within the social sciences 
since human beings conduct themselves in dynamic and differing social contexts 
(ibid.). 
 
Similarly, the whole notion of validity is also subject to this criticism since it relates 
to ‘[the] question [of] whether the researcher sees what he or she thinks he or she 
sees’ (Kirk and Miller 1986: p21 cited in Flick 2002: p222). That is to say, whether 
the information collected by the researcher truly reflects the phenomenon being 
studied (Harvey et al 2000). Veal (2006), however, makes the point that because 
social science research is largely concerned with people’s behaviour and attitudes that 
change given their social context and that the instruments used to collect the data have 
a number of imperfections, the whole notion of attaining validity is unattainable. This 
also means that the idea of attaining generalisability – that is, broad general 
statements – from empirical social science research produces different results in 
different times and places (ibid.: p41).  
 
However, this is not to say that this piece of research did not take any measures to 
ensure a degree of reliability, validity and generalisability. It was already stated above 
how the reliability of the data attained for this study was based upon the careful 
selection of data sources, their authority and fitness for purpose. Moreover, the 
recording of the interviews (alongside taking brief notes) and transcribing the 
interviews in as systematic a way as possible strengthens reliability.  
 
The notion of validity was also accounted for in the sense that the interviewing 
process was undertaken in as an authentic manner as possible (ibid.). The researcher 
has also attempted to present and interpret the views that were perceived and their 
relationship to reality. Finally, this research project has attempted to maintain a degree 
of generalisability since it has utilised a variety of data sources – known as 
triangulation – to help focus in on, and account for, the aims of this study. In this way, 
the use of multiple sources of data can confirm, elaborate and bring to light existing 
issues, as well as totally new avenues of exploration for the researcher. Despite these 
attempts, the researcher recognises that there are a number of limitations of this study. 
These are presented at the end of the fifth and final chapter. Thus far, the 
methodological aspects of this study have been discussed. The following section 
proceeds to analyse and discuss the data that this research methodology yielded. 
  
4.7 Analysis and Discussion 
 
This section analyses and discusses the empirical data obtained from the primary data 
sources of the five semi-structured interviews. The overall section has therefore been 
structured into a number of smaller sub-sections based upon a number of key themes 
that have emerged as a result of a thorough analysis of the interview transcripts and 
notes (cf. May 2001). Consequently, this thematic analysis and discussion of the data 
informs much of the basis of the findings and recommendations (see Chapter Five) 
regarding whether the rise of the LCC revolution in Thailand is sustainable and 
whether starting and operating a LCC is a viable business proposition given the wider 
contextual factors of not just Thailand’s economic and political climate, but also 
wider global trends and developments. Wherever pertinent, the data extracted and 
presented will be discussed and examined in conjunction with issues raised in Chapter 
Two as well as further relevant secondary literature. This will add academic rigour 
and depth to the analysis. The themes examined are as follows:  
 
Section 4.7.1  Domestic demand for LCCs in Thailand  
Section 4.7.2  The relationship of LCCs to tourism within Thailand 
Section 4.7.3  Comparison of LCCs with other forms of transportation within 
Thailand 
Section 4.7.4  Issues of safety and punctuality 
 
4.7.1 Domestic Demand for LCCs in Thailand 
 
The issue of domestic demand for the home-grown Thai LCCs was one of the main 
themes to emerge during the interviews. Thus, in terms of domestic demand for LCCs 
in Thailand, a number of interviews raised the initial perception that flying was now 
seen as an affordable means of transportation for the Thai people – indeed this formed 
the basis of Thai Air Asia’s marketing and promotional campaigns which several 
respondents mentioned. However, these same respondents raised the fact that this is 
not quite the case in the example of Thailand. Indeed, the representative of the Thai 
Embassy, having worked in Malaysia was able to draw upon her insights to compare 
how the Malaysians used LCCs in relation their Thai neighbours, as she states:      
 
I felt that the Thai people take this LCC phenomenon very differently. I get the feeling 
that they are slower to catch on than the Malaysians. For example, if you go to 
Malaysia you could just see, feel and perceive that everyone was flying, you could just 
feel that all sorts of people were using it similar to the trains there, but in Thailand 
it’s quite different. People who take LCCs are still those who would have used the 
plane as their chosen form of transportation in the first place. 
 
This points out that, although Thailand shares many similar features to Malaysia (e.g. 
geographical proximity, economic and social characteristics), there is a huge 
difference in the way LCCs are used which perhaps reflects, in part, the fact that 
Malaysia is the richest of the two countries since its GDP per person is US$ 3,640 
compared to Thailand’s US$1,970 (based on World Bank data in 2001 quoted in 
Lawton and Solomko 2005).     
 
The issue of income effects was also expressed in another way by the representative 
from the travel agency, when she says: 
 
Although the LCCs, and particularly the campaign mainly from Thai Air Asia, 
promotes the idea that everyone can fly, this is not the case in Thai society and Thai 
culture. Because Thai people, in their basic daily living, don’t usually go on the plane 
as a result of their financial condition not many people have flying experience. So 
their financial condition makes them unable to fly on a plane, so the opening 
campaign of Air Asia tried to change the way Thai people travelled from one place to 
another. However, I believe that LCC prices are not that low and affordable even for 
some of the richer Thai people and believe that this [prices] will only rise in the 
future because of the rise in oil. 
 
The representative from Bangkok Airways when asked about whether they would 
offer low-cost fares in response to the low income of a majority of Thais stated: 
 
We market ourselves as Asia’s boutique airline. This means that we try to promote an 
upmarket image of ourselves. Our prices are not comparable to the LCC carriers 
within Thailand.  
 
Therefore despite the potential for domestic growth of LCCs within Thailand largely 
as a result of rising incomes, the above comments would seem to suggest that at 
present domestic demand alone would not support a new entry LCC operation in 
Thailand. As we saw in chapter Two and the overview of the Thai economy, daily 
wages and earnings have yet to reach the level where they can support a number of 
LCCs long-term. Average daily wages are not even comparable to the lowest fares 
offered by the LCCs of Thailand. There is also a substantial gap between rich and 
poor. This was indeed mentioned by the representative of the travel agency who saw 
LCCs in Thailand as beneficial despite the large wealth gap between rich and poor, as 
she states: 
 
[…] the wealth gap is very large between the rich and the poor; so in Thailand the 
population is still like a pyramid, the large amount of people are still at the base and 
these are the poor people and this gets lesser and lesser until you reach the top. So 
the price should be very competitive so the products will sell well. However, I believe 
that as incomes rise those from the bottom of the pyramid will eventually be able to 
use LCCs in the future. 
 
Therefore, it would appear that, at present, even flying low-cost in Thailand is still 
considered a luxury to most of the Thai population as compared to other forms of 
transport. The interviews also highlighted that those domestic users who use LCCs 
within Thailand are most likely to be repeat customers who possess more disposable 
income. This issue was raised by the Embassy official, who stated: 
 
I guess the majority are repeat customers and regulars who use this transportation 
service rather than a new group of customers, although this, of course, is not to say 
that new customers are not drawn to use LCCs – such as Air Asia, Nok Air and One-
Two-Go – within Thailand as incomes rise.  
 
Moreover, in terms of the distinction between business and leisure travel, it would 
appear that domestic demand for flying with the Thai LCCs mainly derives from 
fulfilling leisure purposes rather than catering for the domestic business traveller. As 
the Embassy official pointed out, Thai domestic business travellers would appear to 
have a preference for using the state flag carrier or other more established airlines 
rather than the LCCs for business purposes.   
 
In relation to income, consumption and e-commerce, two respondents highlighted that 
Internet usage was not quite as developed in Thailand. This highlights that e-
commerce is still in its infancy within Thailand, though it certainly has plenty of 
potential given rising incomes. In 2001, there were approximately three million Thai 
Internet users, with a transaction volume of US$90 Million in 2000 (Wongtada et al 
2006). As of August 2007, the number of internet users increased to an estimated 
8,465,800 Internet users per ITU (Internet World Stats 2008). However, it has been 
noted that the main demographic of Thai Internet users generally consists of one 
segment of the population: male, aged between 20-34 years of age and living in 
Bangkok (Wongtada et al 2006). Their income is relatively low, as is their ownership 
of a credit card which is thought to aid online purchasing considerably (ibid.). As 
such, these issues would hinder the purchasing of the low-fare tickets that are 
provided online by Thai LCCs.    
 
In sum, we can say that, although the prices of LCC tickets within Thailand are 
claimed to be relatively low, the use of Thai LCCs by the majority of the domestic 
population is currently relatively small, although there is room for growth as incomes 
rise.  
 
4.7.2. The Relationship of LCCs to Tourism within Thailand 
 
The interviews highlighted that the LCCs contributed to tourism within Thailand in a 
number of ways. A number of respondents thought that LCCs made a contribution to 
tourism within Thailand, as a result of transporting domestic and international visitors 
around the Kingdom. The representative from the Thai travel agency drew upon her 
experience in the industry to suggest that international tourists tended to travel around 
the country using package tours which included return tickets. As such, she felt that 
these types of visitors did not really use Thai LCC carriers. As she states:  
 
And in connection to the tourist industry, I think most of the tourists used package 
tours which include return tickets. From what I know they don’t tend to use LCCs. But 
from my experience, I can’t really recall seeing many foreign tourists on board Thai 
LCCs. But from those that I did see, I can make a generalisation that they tended to 
be backpackers, maybe like adventurers. 
 
The issue of backpackers and adventurers using Thai LCCs was also highlighted by 
one other respondent (the TAT, London official). The Embassy official also 
highlighted how the Thai authorities have been opening up the kingdom of Thailand 
to LCCs which obviously aids tourism. Yet competition amongst the LCCs to these 
destinations would appear to be intense since they already operate flights out of 
Bangkok to the same tourist and business destinations – Chiang Mai and Phuket 
amongst the most noticeable.   
 
4.7.3 Comparison of LCCs with other forms of transportation within Thailand 
 
Although the Thai government has been opening up new destinations, a number of the 
respondents felt that the routes and networks flown by the Thai LCCs were not really 
sufficient for LCCs to compete with other forms of transport such as the car or the 
railway. This was a view which was particularly expressed by the travel agent 
representative. When she said: 
 
[…] I think that the routes aren’t quite as well developed and spread out. For 
example, Thai Air Asia doesn’t serve many other destinations. Not a lot of internal 
destinations are serviced compared to other forms of transport such as the highways 
or train system. 
 
Moreover, LCCs will be in direct competition with cars and the highway system since 
car ownership is increasing in Thailand and provides the most popular form of 
transport. However, LCCs have a particular advantage in the sense that they save 
considerable amounts of travelling time. One particularly pertinent example here 
relates to Chiang Mai in the north of Thailand. Even though this is currently a 
destination served by all three LCC carriers from Bangkok, there is also the main 
highway to the north which connects Bangkok to Chiang Mai. However, these LCCs 
have the advantage over road transportation since this destination takes a maximum of 
one and half hours to reach as opposed to a driving time of 10-11 hours (cf. Gillen and 
Taweelertkunthon 2007). This is indeed as the Thai businessperson states: ‘LCCs are 
convenient, they allow me to travel faster and more frequently around the country’. 
This was a perception also shared by the TAT representative. Obviously, this is a 
point which the LCCs within Thailand are currently trying to promote in their 
marketing campaigns to both a business and leisure clientele.  
 
One respondent – the travel agency respondent – also touched upon the idea that the 
infrastructure of airports within Thailand is still being developed and that some 
airports within Thailand are still charge high landing fees, for example. 
 
Regarding a comparison of the current Thai LCCs with the Thai State railway, the 
interviews highlighted that current railway users were unlikely to switch to use LCCs. 
This not only relates to the fact that the Thai state railway system serves a greater 
variety of destinations and provincial towns which LCCs do not serve throughout the 
Kingdom (see Map 2), but also relates to the low average daily wages of the great 
majority of the Thai population. This is indeed as one respondent (travel agent 
representative) said: ‘The train systems are still used by a lot of grassroots people’. 
Therefore the use of the Thai state railways is likely to continue to be used by a 
greater majority of the Thai population than are LCCs. 
 
4.7.4. Issues of Safety and Punctuality   
 
Three of the respondents raised issues relating to the perceived safety of the Thai LCC 
carriers. This issue was brought to the fore as a result of the Phuket air crash last year 
(15th September 2007). Indeed, as one respondent said: 
 
[…the issue of safety] was highlighted with the accident that happened last year 
regarding One-Two-Go at Phuket airport. So I think that, if LCCs are to operate and 
draw in new types of customers, this issue needs to be addressed.        
This therefore highlights that this issue must be dealt with in a more serious manner 
by the Thai authorities in order to change the perception of the Thai LCCs – an issue 
which appears to be changing given the recent grounding of One-Two-Go.    
 
A number of the respondents also highlighted the punctuality of the Thai LCCs. 
Indeed, as the Thai businessperson said: 
 
I have flown with a number of the Thai LCCs. On a number of occasions, they were 
late by as much as five or six hours. I have even heard from friends that their flights 
were even cancelled right on their day of travelling. Obviously, this is an issue which 
must be improved if they are to attract more businesspeople to use them.    
 
Here, Gillen and Taweelertkunthon (2007) in their analysis highlight that the 
individual traveller’s past experiences with an LCC creates a significant impact on 
choosing whether to fly again with LCCs. This is even more the case with business 
trips (ibid.; cf. Mason 2000). It therefore goes without saying that the issue of 
punctuality plays an important part in the consideration of a business traveller wishing 
to use these LCCs (cf. Mason 2000).    
 
Now that we have discussed and analysed the data from the interviews, the final 
chapter moves on to summarise the findings in relation to the rise of LCCs in 
Thailand, and to offer recommendations as to whether operating a new LCC within 
the Kingdom of Thailand is a viable business proposition and whether they are a 












FINDINGS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
5.1 Chapter Introduction 
 
Since beginning over 60 years ago, the LCC model has spread to Europe and other 
parts of the world at a bewildering rate. Yet within this time we have also witnessed 
some 38 LCCs cease operations globally (Ali 2008). As such, it was this global 
revolution which led this dissertation to examine the LCC revolution in relation to the 
Southeast Asian emerging economy of Thailand. It therefore examined the unique 
geographical, demographic, economic and cultural characteristics of the Kingdom of 
Thailand, as well as detailing the deregulation and liberalisation of its aviation 
industry which gave rise to the emergence of a number of home-grown LCCs. In 
doing so, this led us to ask the questions of whether it is a viable business proposition 
to begin a new LCC outfit within the Kingdom and of whether the LCC revolution in 
Thailand is a sustainable phenomenon given a number of national and international 
developments. It is therefore the purpose of this chapter to attempt to finally answer 
these questions. In doing so, the chapter draws upon the analysis and discussion that 
was presented towards the end of the previous chapter and makes comparisons with 
the rise of the LCC revolution within other Asian countries, particularly the massive 
and rapidly developing economic countries of India and China.         
 
5.2 Findings and Recommendations 
 
It will be recalled that we saw how aviation analysts and commentators were divided 
with regards to whether the LCC phenomenon would blossom in Southeast Asia. 
There were those, on the one hand, who suggested that it would succeed as a result of 
the 500 million inhabitants in the region, rising incomes and a growing middle class 
with the propensity to travel; whilst, on the other hand, there were those who saw the 
long sector distances, existence of regulatory regimes, lack of bilateral air services 
agreements and provincial airports, and intense competition from incumbent flag 
carriers due to lower operating costs as hampering the development of LCCs within 
the region.  
 
With respect to Thailand, then, the interviews highlighted that there is considerable 
complexity in relation to the current situation of LCCs and their future sustainability 
within the Kingdom. Thailand does appear to be unique in relation to the rise of LCCs 
for the following reasons. In terms of its geography, Thailand is of a suitable shape to 
suggest that LCCs can prosper and survive. Because Bangkok is centrally located 
(providing a convenient location for a hub base) this provides LCCs with the perfect 
location to service the whole country. The long spine down to the south and Malaysia 
provides further benefits to cater for those within in this region. However, the lack of 
sufficiently large cities and airport infrastructure appears to hinder the development of 
full routes and networks within Thailand (indeed, from looking at Map 3.4 we can 
clearly see that there are hardly any airports within the central region of the country, 
although most are well spread out particularly in the northern and southern areas). At 
present, the LCC carriers operate only a handful of routes to and from a small number 
of major cities (which has significantly been reduced over the last few months – see 
below).      
 
We also cannot ignore the fact that the demand for Thai LCCs is further compounded 
by so-called income effects (cf. O’Connell and Williams 2005); this was a significant 
point which was raised by the interview respondents in the previous chapter. 
Therefore, despite the potential for a growing market as a result of rising incomes and 
a growing Thai middles class with the propensity to consumer, we can say that at 
present the majority of Thais cannot afford to fly domestically on LCCs. There is 
therefore a wide variation in income levels within Thailand itself, but daily wages are, 
on average, extremely low as compared to other regions where LCCs have prospered. 
As such, Thailand’s standard of living and its GDP are not quite as high as other 
Southeast Asian countries particularly that of Malaysia, Hong Kong and Singapore. 
Furthermore, despite forecasts predicting an increase in internet usage and online 
shopping, the current level of internet penetration within Thailand hinders the main 
way in which low-fare tickets can be purchased (currently estimated at 8,465,800 
Internet users per ITU or 1.3 internet users per 1000 people according to The 
Economist 2003 quoted in Lawton and Solomko 2005).     
Whilst the LCCs provide a much quicker service than the outmoded and unreliable 
Thai state rail system, given the low income of the majority of the Thai population 
this hinders their use of LCCs. For these people, additional service requirements and 
punctuality are not a factor since the train not only provides an extremely low-fare, 
but provides more routes to provincial destinations. In this sense, the state railway 
system is woven into much of Thai social and economic life. For those who have the 
income to possess a car, the Thai LCCs will be able to draw these away on the basis 
of time since they considerably shorten highway journey times. In this regard, Thai 
LCCs can make a contribution to attracting Thai businesspeople since punctuality is 
key for this segment of the population, as are additional services (cf. Gillen and 
Taweelertkunthon 2007).        
 
A further factor which affects the development of Thai LCCs servicing routes beyond 
the Kingdom of Thailand relates to the fact that, despite the progressive deregulation 
and liberalisation of the region’s aviation, there still remain a number of regulations 
such as bilateral agreements (Lawton and Solomko 2005). This hinders Thai LCCs 
from flying beyond their domestic confines. Moreover, by virtue of Thailand’s unique 
geography and demography, the competition amongst the existing LCCs and other 
domestic carriers is intense so much so that Nok Air is cannibalising some of Thai 
Airways International’s market share (Gillen and Taweelertkunthon 2007). The 
growth of Thai LCCs is further compounded by Thailand’s recent political problems, 
the rise in global fuel prices and issues related to their perceived safety (cf. Head 
2007). Indeed, whilst one LCC has been temporarily suspended (One-Two-Go) as a 
result of the rise in fuel prices and/or safety issues, the other two home-grown LCCs 
dramatically rescheduled flights and reduced their routes and destinations2 as a result 
of the recent downturn in the aviation industry and the country’s recent and ongoing 
political upheavals.     
 
In relation to comparing Thailand with other Asian countries, then, the LCC 
development within India has been massive since a large number of LCCs are well 
positioned to take advantage of its 1 billion population, rapidly rising incomes and 
standard of living. It has therefore been estimated that approximately 19 million 
                                                 
2 Nok Air cut domestic routes from Bangkok to Chiang Rai, Ubon Ratchathani and Krabi, whilst Thai 
Air Asia cancelled its weekly flight to Xiamen, China (Anonymous 2008).  
passengers currently constitute its domestic aviation market, which is expected to 
reach 45 to 50 million by 2010 (Kamath 2007). Furthermore, according to an analysis 
by the Centre for Asia Pacific Aviation (CAPA) conducted in 06/07 the market share 
of domestic Indian LCCs is predicted to reach 70% by 2010, along with an increase of 
five million passengers per annum added over the next five years (Kamath 2007). 
Although the emergence of LCCs has been slow to develop in China, this is expected 
to increase tremendously over the next few decades given its 1.3 billion population 
and an economy that expanded by 11.4 per cent last year alone (Ali 2007). Closer to 
Thailand, Malaysia boasts 12 million people who fly domestically every year as 
opposed to Thailand’s 8 million (Rungreangphol 2008). Moreover, according to 
statistics provided by the CIA World Factbook, Thailand ranked 33rd in the world in 
terms of flight departures in 2005 with 102,400 as opposed to China (ranked 3rd with 
840,900 departures), India (ranked 19th with 214,300 departures) and Malaysia 
(ranked 22nd with 175,500 departures) (Nation Master 2008). This indicates that in 
comparison to other LCC markets in Asia, Thailand still has a long way to go to 
develop. 
 
For academics, then, this dissertation has highlighted that the spatial and temporal 
spread and development of LCCs varies significantly depending on geographical 
context (Francis et al 2006). For those ambitious Thai entrepreneurs and business 
practitioners who may wish to establish a LCC operation, the dissertation 
recommends that at present a number of national and international contextual issues 
hinder the current viability and sustainability of LCC operations in Thailand. 
Therefore, and in line, with the general trend of LCCs and the present national and 
international contextual conditions presented throughout this dissertation, we are 
likely to see further shake-ups within the Thai aviation industry and thus a reduction 
in the number of domestic LCCs (as well as regional carriers, for that matter) occur 
sometime in the future. 
 
5.3 Limitations of the Study and Future Directions  
 
A number of challenges presented themselves throughout the completion of this 
dissertation. Indeed, given the large-scale of the topic under investigation it is 
extremely difficult to discuss and forecast the future of the LCC phenomenon in 
Thailand. As such, there a number of limitations with this study which are as follows.  
 
First, there are a number of issues related to the project’s methodology, the primary 
research method of qualitative interviews, and the interview sample. The initial aim of 
the project was to interview a number of Thai entrepreneurs and businesspeople 
followed up with a questionnaire in order to assess their interest in starting up an LCC 
operation within Thailand, as well as interviews with a number of government 
officials to assess the degree of LCC sustainability within the Kingdom. The 
questionnaires would have allowed for some sort of statistical analysis to be 
undertaken. However, this proved extremely difficult, and from over a 100 emails 
requesting interviews there were no sound leads. This led to a reformulation of the 
research methodology and interview sample which eventually generated a 
heterogeneous sample of respondents accumulated via the snowballing effect. 
Consequently, although the interviews yielded useful data, these respondents were 
perhaps too heterogeneous. Moreover, although respondents provided general answers 
regarding the LCC revolution in Thailand and its sustainability the topic is extremely 
large and there are a number of unknown factors (e.g. currency issues, natural 
disasters) which can significantly alter the phenomenon under study. Forecasting 
therefore requires huge amounts of data analysis derived from experts. Although there 
were attempts to satisfy the issues of reliability, validity, generalisability and bias 
these issues can never really be totally eliminated from any social science research 
issue. One way which would have strengthened the research within these areas even 
more, however, would have been to interview a larger and more consistent sample of 
the population.  
 
Second, the LCC revolution in Thailand is still, for the most part, in its infancy stages 
(Gillen and Taweelertkunthon 2007). Consequently, there was a limited amount of 
readily available and accurate existing secondary information. This dissertation 
therefore provides the basis upon which a more detailed analysis of the viability and 
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Freedoms of the Air 
 
Negotiated in bilateral air services agreements 
 
First Freedom:  The right to fly over another country without landing. 
 
Second Freedom:  The right to make a landing for technical reasons (e.g. refuelling) 
in another country without picking up/setting down revenue traffic.  
 
Third Freedom:  The right to carry revenue traffic from your own country (A) to the 
country (B) of your treaty partner.  
 
Fourth Freedom:  The right to carry traffic from country B back to your own country 
A. 
 
Fifth Freedom:  The right of an airline from country A to carry revenue traffic 
between country B and other countries such as C or D on services starting or ending 





Sixth Freedom:  The use by an airline of country A of two sets of Third and Fourth 
freedom rights to carry traffic between other countries but using its based at A as a 
transit point.  
 
Seventh Freedom:  The right of an airline to carry revenue traffic between points in 
two countries on services which lie entirely outside its own home country.  
 
Eight Freedom (or cabotage rights):   The right for an airline to pick up and set down 
passengers or freight between two domestic points in another country on a service 
originating in its own home country.         
 














Interview at Tourism Authority of Thailand (TAT), London Office 
Marketing and PR Executive 
Leisure, UK & Ireland 
 
    Interview Transcription 
Interview Date and Time: 28th August 2008, 12.00 noon 
Interview Venue: TAT, London Office 
 
I = Interviewer 
R = Representative of the TAT, London Office 
 
A 10 minute introduction by the interviewer was delivered before the following 
conversation was recorded: 
 
I  This is an interview at TAT in London regarding the low-cost airline 
revolution in Thailand. Ok, so I’m basically going to administer the first part 
of the questionnaire that I’ve got laid out here. This first part basically asks 
questions about the revolution of low-cost airlines from a more general 
perspective. First of all, have you ever used low-cost airlines in Europe? 
 
R I have, yeah. 
 
I  Can you tell me which airlines did you use? 
 
R I’ve used easyJet and RyanAir. 
 
I Can you tell me the destinations that you flew from and to? 
 
R I had to get to Ireland really on business. Because we look after the UK and 
Irish market so possibly once to Manchester as well, because we do work 
across the country in the UK. 
 
I Ok, thank you. So what was your feeling about, or perception of, the service of 
the European low-cost carriers?  
 
R Well in summary I haven’t actually flown with them since! [laughs] I have 
now switched to British Airways, Aer Lingus or BMI. BMI I’m not entirely 
sure if that counts as a low-cost airline or not, but yeah I’ve flown with BMI. 
But year easyJet and RyanAir it works for some people, there is a market for it 
but as an individual having experienced it I didn’t enjoy it. So yeah, I guess 
the planes were relatively clean and I think were some delays, it was mixed 
experience. I just don’t like the way the check-in operation, the way you all 
just bundle onto the seats, I just find it very inhumane, I just don’t enjoy. I’d 
rather BA offers, you know, I can do my online check-in and there I’m on, I 
know what my seat is, I find it a more relaxing experience. I didn’t find flying 
low-cost very relaxing. 
 
I Can I ask why did you initially choose to fly with those low-cost airlines: 
easyJet and RyanAir? 
R It would have been price orientated and it’s a business obviously we have to 
look for the cheaper cost or even, I can’t remember now, in certain airlines 
don’t fly to other places you know, or perhaps, I tend to fly out of London 
Heathrow and BA wasn’t a good time to Gatwick to Dublin or something I 
can’t remember but since then I tend to fly BA or BMI 
 
I Ok so we have discussed the low-cost revolution in Europe. What about in 
Thailand? Have you ever flown on any low-cost airlines in Thailand? 
 
R Not low-cost. No we always, No ok, at the tourist board we work with 
international airlines, Thai Airways, and of course they have their domestic 
and regional routes, and then Bangkok Airways is the other major player who 
aren’t seen as low-cost and to actually work with them, because we work with 
tour operators, we work with the media, or whoever we work with really, 
personally ourselves staff travel we would naturally always try and fly the 
national carrier or Bangkok Airways we don’t fly, in fact never had reason to 
actually and again also because it’s not our target audience, it’s not out market 
so it’s not something that we actively promote therefore there’s never been a 
need for me to experience the product. 
 
I Can you tell me in contrast to your experience of the European low-cost 
carriers what was your perception of the Thai national carriers that you used. 
 
R Well basically BA and BMI fly very good service, they both supply quite 
small snacks now, like a drink and a packet of pretzels. As far as I remember 
they were pretty much on time. One of my recent BA flights was not that clean 
on board but it was a city hopper that was in the South of France actually but 
the low cost airlines with Asia your blessed, especially with Thailand, that 
Thai culture, the Thai hospitality so already you’ve already got very 
welcoming staff and they have very nice uniforms and it’s very smiley.  
Bangkok Airways in particular always provide the meal, a full meal on board, 
it’s like a sandwich, fruit and drink, tea, coffee. They’re also known as Asia’s 
boutique airline so I mean they’re not particularly expensive, they actually 
very reasonable, obviously they remain price competitive against Thai 
Airways and of course the low-cost carriers. But they offer in most of their 
airports, particularly Bangkok and Samui, which is their hub airport, they offer 
all ticket holders economy and business access to business class lounge. So 
you get that extra special service and then within the lounge you get drinks 
and snacks as well. So you get that extra special something and not for a huge 
price – they’re a very very successful airline and I think they have that added, 
that special sales promotion, over Thai Airways who doesn’t offer that. 
 
I So you’re very happy with Bangkok Airways? 
 
R Yeah definitely [laughs]. 
 
I So you wouldn’t, if you went away to Thailand and needed to fly around 
internally in Thailand, use any of the other low-cost airlines such as Nok Air, 
One-Two-Go, Air Asia. You wouldn’t use those in comparison to Bangkok 
Airways? 
R  Do you know I would. But maybe if I was going on holiday. But it’s difficult 
for me. I have my contacts and so it’s easier for me because I can email them 
and they will give us a very good fare. So it’s almost like flying low-cost 
because it doesn’t cost me anything which is very useful. But saying that I 
wouldn’t be adverse to trying it if I was on holiday. We go to a lot of events 
and shows and of course they’ll be a lot of consumers there and one guy was 
telling me how One-Two-Go when you book 21 days outside of travel all the 
fares are like 30 pounds or something so he was telling me about that and 
there were a few people here at the stand at the time. To me if I was on a 
budget then I don’t know what the planes are like and the service is like but 30 
pounds is very good. But by comparison I’ve also travelled by overnight train 
so Bangkok to Chaing Mai. 
 
I That’s great. That’s actually another question [laughs]. So I’ll ask you that 
now. So why did you choose to take the train rather than fly on this occasion? 
 
R But that was A for the experience. I actually think there are two ways. 
Personally and speaking as a marketer my advice to people is that you can fly 
low-cost, you can fly with the national carrier. If you’ve got the money you 
can obviously fly with Thai Airways and Bangkok Airways and treat yourself. 
You can fly Nok Air, AirAsia pay 30 pounds and you know you’d probably, 
I’m sure still get good service because Thailand is very service orientated. But 
I don’t know you’re probably looking at flight delays since maybe they 
allocate less importance to take off times. Then trains people who are really on 
a budget or want an adventure and I did it for that reason. It’s an overnight 
train as well and there’s the time factor as well so if you don’t want to spend, 
you know you’re looking at four hours of your day being taken for a flight 
because you’ve got to get to the airport check-in, fly and land, and pick-up 
bags. Where the overnight train was 6 in the evening till 6 in the morning and 
it was an adventure and it was 12 pounds for one way for a sleeper cabin. It 
depends what people want. And I guess time is a factor, money is a factor, 
comfort. And any adventure which tourists are particularly looking for they 
would be looking for something a bit different and for more of an adventure 
they may opt to take an overnight train rather than a flight. 
 
I Thank you. That’s basically the first part of the interview over regarding the 
general low-cost revolution and those specifically in Thailand. I’ll move on to 
the second part and delve into the overall picture of the Thai economy and link 
it with the low-cost airlines in Thailand. First of all, can you tell me some of 
the ways that market Thailand? 
 
R Sure. From the UK. Well the London office looks after the UK and Ireland so 
my job is to promote Thailand as a destination to the UK and Irish consumers. 
And that’s leisure market only and we work with tour operators, the media, we 
do a variety of marketing and advertising, so we work with national press, 
glossy magazines, we do online anything you can think of. But we also have, 
well globally, Tourism Authority of Thailand promotes amazing Thailand the 
‘Seven Wonders’ but from the UK and Ireland we are very lucky  we are kind 
of more proactive we are the leading European office and we have our own 
marketing campaign call Chic by Thailand – I’ll give you a brochure. And 
that’s two year now and we are just coming to the end of the second brochure 
and we are about to launch the third one. And Chic by Thailand was brought 
about because we noticed that there has been, and continues to be, a huge 
growth in anything that’s cosmopolitan, modern, funky, hip, designs basically 
the whole cosmopolitan and lifestyle travel as well. So be it a hotel, an airline, 
restaurants, bars, shopping, you know you compare funky little boutique shops 
in mall to the huge Siam Paragon shopping centre to five-star destination style 
luxury so we are encompassing that. Although Chic predominantly you think 
it’s going to be expensive and it does look at the upper levels of five-star 
luxury there’s also an important focus on affordable Chic and the fact that 
Thailand continues to be a destination which offers very good value for 
money. And for this year our key focuses will be value for money particularly 
with the impending credit crunch, recession and general economic slowdown. 
So we are looking at variety, Thailand does offer a huge variety Bangkok city, 
rural north, beaches and islands in the south and then very Thai because at the 
end of the day whoever you speak to and they come back from Thailand they 
fall in love with the country and the people and the hospitality so we are 
focusing on that. And also the third brochure will bright pink [laughs] and will 
have a huge focus on the female market because, although it always has done, 
but more so this year because our stats from last year – end of year 07 – we 
saw that there had been quite a big decrease in the number of female travellers 
and also family travel. And we realised that essentially it is the girls who make 
the purchasing decisions, women tend to have more buying power than men. 
So we wanted to focus on them. We want to improve the number of female 
travellers the number of family travel and weddings and honeymoons as well. 
There’s a huge market there as well. So that’s where we are at at the moment. 
 
I And the stats that you mentioned how are they compiled? 
 
R Head office manage those. The information is gathered from the landing cards. 
So that’s where essentially the information comes from. And we are actually 
working with the Royal Thai Embassy to try and improve the questions that 
are there because obviously we know the information that we need that press 
and tour operators ask for. So it’s a very long process as you can imagine 
because you’ve got to go through all the various government departments. I’ll 
give you our press release on stats before you go. 
 
I So in your campaigns there’s no connection as such to low-cost airlines? 
 
R Yes, that’s correct. Clearly it would be the scheduled carriers Thai Airways 
International and Bangkok Airways because they fit with our campaign. Very 
modern and they’ve just revamped Samui airport. Also I don’t know if you 
know but Thai Airways also fly to Samui which was a big shake up in the 
industry. But also even if we weren’t doing Chic by Thailand and we weren’t 
specifically promoting luxury high-end clientele I don’t think the low-cost 
airlines would factor. We wouldn’t spend money promoting them because 
well generally we work with tour operators so a lot of our marketing is done 
cooperatively. And because with have quite a small budget here we always try 
and work with tour operators and therefore we instantly doubled our budget 
because we are split 50/50. So we always look for a way to keep our visitor 
and arrivals up. And the tour operators obviously don’t brochure low-cost. 
And I don’t really know but I’ve never really looked into it but I would 
assume the clientele are probably Thai domestic travellers, maybe back 
packers or people generally on a low budget that aren’t really in our target 
audience. 
 
I Ok. Thank you. I’ll now ask some questions about the Thai economy, its 
tourist industry and the connection with low-cost airlines.  
 
R Thailand is a fantastic multi-centre destination. So once you are there, 
obviously everyone flies into Bangkok we always say go to Bangkok for a few 
nights, go up to Chaing Mai, Chaing Rae or you can always go off into the 
lesser known areas that we are still trying to promote or newly promoting and 
then go off to the beach. And at the end of the day the beach market is the 
biggest market for the UK and Ireland – it is our biggest seller. Yeah in that 
sense it’s another means, I mean our visitor arrivals are always going up sort 
of anywhere 4 to 9% for the year so there’s always more tourists going and we 
want to make sure they can travel around and experience more of the country. 
And the fact that doesn’t cost much money so it encourages people to do it. 
The only concern we have is that people have become quite focused on econ-
travel and obviously airlines aren’t very eco friendly which is another reason 
why people might travel by train because it’s cheaper and better for the 
environment or drive if you wanted a bit of an adventure and be really 
adventurous. So yeah it can only be positive because you’re moving people 
around Thailand and you’re opening up destinations and even looking on a 
wider level we have the Greater Mekong countries Laos, Vietnam and they are 
all destinations that are ones to watch. They’re increasing in popularity. We 
can’t ignore the fact that people are going to go there. But luckily for us 
Bangkok is the hub airport for South-east Asia and therefore they have to go 
into Thailand because we get those numbers which is great. And then they 
make off into Laos and Cambodia. Can I just mention that we also do a 
campaign called together in Asia: Hong Kong, Singapore, Thailand and 
Malaysia work collectively and we do one major campaign every year. 
Although as TAT we need to boost Thailand’s arrivals, it’s great to promote 
Asia as a destination and get people into Asia. 
 
I Do you think the rise of low-cost airlines in Thailand has changed or affected 
the Thai people’s travel patterns at all? Do you have a general sense of how 
this might have changed? 
 
R Ok I’m not speaking through experience or because I particularly read or seen 
something so be it as a general comment. So if it’s anything like here in the 
UK I know train travel has an affect because see it’s different it’s actually 
more expensive to travel by train in the UK than it is by plane so people in the 
UK are probably more likely to take a plane to go domestically in the UK such 
as London and Edinburgh. But in Thailand it would always be cheaper to take 
a train than a plane well for now anyway because you would be hard pushed to 
beat the train prices. So but yeah I think it opens up travelling domestically 
within Thailand and getting people travel regionally as well. I don’t know 
about spending patterns for Thai people. So it opens up new routes and 
regions. And Thai people like to travel within their own country so yeah I 
don’t see why not.  
 
I ok that’s great. You’ve raised a lot of issues that I was going to ask [laughs]. 
In that sense, there’s no point repeating what we have already said. So to come 
to the end of the interview then on a general level how do you see tourism in 
Thailand developing over the next five years? How do you see this connecting 
with low-cost airlines? Your general view. 
 
R Tourism as whole but obviously looking at the UK and Irish travellers because 
they are our market to give you an example in 2006 we 9% growth in the UK 
at the year end of 2007 we had about 3% growth. But the Irish market is 
absolutely booming. We have never never had a negative arrivals number so 
that actually decreased last year there were various economic, social and 
things like the Phuket plane crash, and cave flooding in Samui, the coup, 
political unrest and there were a few things that were against us. So we also 
perceive tourism will go up for Thailand even though we are presented with an 
economic depression and things not looking too great we are very much in 
contact with the tour operators on a monthly basis and they say although 
bookings are down overall Thailand is still the lead booking destination just 
because it’s good value for money. So we think tourism will always grow. 
And from relating that to low-cost airlines if people continue to be short on 
cash and disposable income then my guess is that they will profit from that. 
But then you have the rising international fuel costs I know that Thailand has 
suffered some increases, but I don’t think it’s as major as over here but if that 
continues then not for Thailand but worldwide I don’t know how low-cost 
airlines will continue to survive so that’s a factor. But generally we hope we 
keep sending the numbers there. But if they don’t have much money 
themselves then they will use low-cost airlines we are always promoting new 
destinations and trying to shift people around the country so those routes are 
always being used. Bangkok Airways are actually opening up new routes so 
they must be quite confident, well actually they’ve just restarted Bangkok-
Chaing Mai and Bangkok-Maccau ok it’s not Thailand but it’s opening up new 
destinations and bringing in new people within Asia. But from the London 
office we are very positive about brining tourism to Thailand.     
 
I That’s brilliant. Thank you. You’ve covered all the subjects that I was going to 













Interview at the Royal Thai Embassy, London  
First Secretary assigned areas include: Economic Issues, Trade, Investment 
and Tourism 
 
    Interview Transcription 
Interview Date and Time: 28th August 2008, 3.00pm 
Interview Venue: Royal Thai Embassy, Queen’s Gate, London 
 
I = Interviewer 
R = Representative of the Thai Royal Embassy  
 
A 10 minute introduction by the interviewer was delivered before the following 
conversation was recorded: 
 
I This is an interview at the Royal Thai Embassy, Queen’s Gate, London 
regarding my dissertation project on low-cost airlines in Thailand. I’m with 
the First Secretary who is in charge of economic matters. First of all, I shall 
begin with some general questions – this constitutes the first part of the 
interview. Basically I would like to know if you have ever used low-cost 
carriers in Europe? 
 
R Yes, but it was quite a long time ago. I think it was around six years ago. 
 
I  And can you tell me which airline did you fly with? 
 
R I think it was easyJet. 
 
I And – if you can remember – can you tell me the destinations that you flew 
from and flew to?  
 
R Yes. I think it was from London to Edinburgh and perhaps again from London 
to Paris.  
 
I  Having used a LCC, what did you think of the service in general?  
 
R The flight was on time. Staff were polite. Yeah, I was pleasantly surprised and 
satisfied with the service. I didn’t expect any extra services such as, you know, 
food, drinks or any other particular things. 
 
I  So what were the reasons that you chose to fly with a LCC rather than, say, a 
scheduled network carrier around Europe? 
 
R Yeah first of all, it was the cost. At the time I was a student so I tried to set a 
cost as part of my budget. And it was easy to buy the tickets since they had an 
online booking and purchasing system and to check the schedule. This was 
very easy and convenient for me.  
I  Ok so that’s your general experience of low cost flying in the UK and Europe. 
Ok so have you ever used LCC in Thailand at all? 
 
R Yes, I used Air Asia. I flew from Bangkok to Krabi. But I should also mention 
that my first posting before coming here to the UK, was in Malaysia and as a 
result I used Air Asia to fly from Kuala Lumpur to Bangkok frequently. So 
that would count.  
 
I Ok, so you used LCCs in Southeast Asia. So why did you choose to fly with 
Air Asia? 
 
R I think it’s almost the same answer as before. The cost and it’s easy and 
convenient.  
 
I  Did you find any similarities in the service of Air Asia as those you used in 
Europe? 
 
R My experience with Air Asia in Thailand and Malaysia was that it was late. 
And it was always late. Sometimes even up to three hours, four hours, 
basically it like ruined your whole trip. Because, you know, I usually I would 
take a very short trip and if I lose like three-four hours that means a lot. 
 
I Ok so you used LCCs in Thailand for business purposes? 
 
R No it was for leisure.  
 
I  And is that the same with the LCCs that you used in Europe? 
 
R Yes, that’s correct.  
 
I So alongside improving the punctuality of Air Asia, is there any other aspect 
that you feel this LCC could improve upon? 
 
R Yes, firstly, the issue of punctuality for sure. And secondly, the issue of staff 
attendance just because with small staff sometimes you are not looked after 
and you don’t have people to answer enquiries or to help you out.  
 
I  OK. Why did you choose to fly with Air Asia instead of using another means 
of transportation? 
 
R Yeah, it was because of the timing. Flying saves a lot of time. Actually I don’t 
mind maybe, you know, using the trains. The train network is not quite 
accessible and convenient in Thailand. Occasionally I have combined both 
flying one way and then retuning by train especially when I go diving.  
 
I So how often do you fly with the LCCs in Thailand? 
 
R No very often. Perhaps once or twice – so I would say occasionally. 
 
I  Ok so that concludes the first part of the interview which looked at the general 
LCC phenomenon. I’ll move onto the second part which actually relates the 
rise of LCCs in Thailand more specifically to the Thai economy, tourism, 
culture and society. I’d like to ask you what is your perception of the 
contribution of the LCCs within Thailand to the national economy?  
 
R I think they make a substantial contribution. I think they are changing the 
airline industry within Thailand, as well as throughout the world for that 
matter. I think with the LCC idea, well I remember, Air Asia used the slogan 
‘everyone can fly’ and this, I believe is actually the case, because sometimes 
the cost price is sometimes a lot smaller than train fares. So that makes Thai 
people as well as tourists use the LCCs even more which obviously improves 
transportation links. But then again, drawing upon my experience in Malaysia 
and observing Malaysian people, I felt that the Thai people take this LCC 
phenomenon very differently. I get the feeling that they are slower to catch on 
than the Malaysians. For example, if you go to Air Asia in Malaysia you could 
just see, feel and perceive that everyone was flying, you could just feel that all 
sorts of people were using it similar to the trains there, but in Thailand it’s 
quite different. People who take LCCs are still those who would have used the 
plane as their chosen form of transportation in the first place. I guess the 
majority are repeat customers and regulars who use this transportation service 
rather than a new group of customers, although this, of course, is not to say 
that new customers are not drawn to use LCCs – such as Air Asia, Nok Air 
and One-Two-Go – within Thailand as incomes rise.  
 
I A very comprehensive answer. Thank you. With the rise of fuel and the 
coming global recession how do you think this will affect LCCs and the Thai 
tourist industry? 
 
R I think if LCCs could cope with the oil price, I think the LCCs will provide 
more benefits on the tourism industry and the Thai economy as a whole just 
because of the price, right now Thai Airways international’s ticket prices are 
extremely high so people move from Thai Airways to LCCs. 
 
I Can I ask, then, whether you think the rise of LCCs in Thailand is positive or 
negative? 
 
R I think that it is positive. It creates more opportunities for people to commute 
and to take the plane. But then again my feeling with the LCCs in Thailand is 
that their management or their marketing strategies are not as strong as they 
should be. For example, they should try and change the perception of their 
passengers. This is because they still have the issue of safety, security and 
unreliable services to improve upon so that’s one thing that potentially new, as 
well as old, existing customers are consciously aware of. But if the services 
are good, if the prices are reasonable, I think there is no reason why all sorts of 
people would not use LCCs more in Thailand.   
 
I Can you explain a little bit more about how the LCCs contribute to the Thai 
tourist industry. 
 
R I think one of the most beneficial issues is the fact that LCCs offer a number 
of new destinations. Because the Thai authorities tend to open new routes to 
smaller provinces and new destinations for LCCs and that creates more flight 
traffic thus opening up new opportunities and creating more choices for people 
in how they transport themselves around the country.  
 
I How can other modes of transportation within the Kingdom of Thailand 
compete with LCCs?   
      
R The state railway network always raises questions and criticisms. It’s sort of 
stopped improving for a really long time. This government has, as one of their 
major policy projects, the overall goal of improving the railway system but I 
guess it’s going to take quite a while to compete with other means of transport, 
and even more so the LCCs. I think it’s going to need massive levels of 
investment to improve it. 
 
I  Do you think LCCs have had an impact on Thai people’s travel patterns? 
 
R At the present moment, I don’t think they have had much of an impact – so not 
that much. As I sort of intimated earlier, I think LCCs are still not very widely 
used. I perceive that the people who use LCCs are those who would use any 
other airline – they just have more choice and more disposable income to be 
able to fly. Despite their low prices, LCCs in Thailand are still not a form of 
transport that is open to all. For example, people who use trains they still tend 
to use the trains. So the rise of LCCs in Thailand are not something that have 
changed Thai people’s travel patterns and behaviour. The Internet is still not 
widely used but the majority of Thais. As for Thai businesspeople using 
LCCs, I have the general feeling that they tend to use the other more 
established airlines such as Thai Airways – obviously they have a very well 
developed and connect flight route network – and Bangkok Airways. I also 
have the perception that these businesspeople tend to be repeat customers, 
rather than the LCCs drawing in new business travellers – but this is not to say 
that it does happen. I also believe that LCCs are used quite a lot by tourists – 
particularly the backpacker sort who have the means of paying for the flights 
but still need to work within a tight budget. So, overall I would say that the 
LCCs within Thailand are only used by a small number of the domestic Thai 
population, even though tickets prices are claimed to be relatively low.         
 
I Do you think there is any future in LCCs in Thailand? Are they sustainable? 
 
R Ok. It’s hard to say whether it is sustainable. But I think it’s a global trend. 
You know, the LCCs are everywhere and I don’t think that Thailand is too 
much different from other countries. What I do feel is that the management of 
LCCs in Thailand have some issues that they must contend with. But I feel 
they mismanaged in relation to their marketing and management strategies. 
For example, apart from Thai Air Asia which makes it well known that they 
try to market to everyone; hence the already mentioned slogan ‘everyone can 
fly’, the other two LCCs – Nok Air, One-Two-Go – don’t really seem to target 
the ordinary domestic passengers – everyday Thai people for example. But the 
idea and the product of LCCs is good. Indeed, if LCCs undertake the right 












































Interview with a Representative of a Thai Travel Agency.  
Representative’s Agency is based in Chonburi Province, Thailand. 
 
    Interview Transcription 
Interview Date and Time: 30th August 2008, 1.00pm 
Interview Venue: Nottingham University, University Park, Nottingham 
 
I = Interviewer 
R = Representative of Travel agency  
 
A 10 minute introduction by the interviewer was delivered before the following 
conversation was recorded: 
 
I This is an interview with a representative member of a travel agency in 
Thailand that deals with inbound and outbound tours as well as domestic and 
international flights. OK as I mentioned in the introduction the interview is 
divided into two parts. So firstly I would like to know have you ever used 
LCCs in general within Europe? 
 
R  Yes. I flew with Ryanair. I flew from East Midlands to Italy.  
 
I  What was the experience like? 
 
R Well I knew what to expect with an LCC. Surprisingly, the plane left on time. 
The staff were friendly and checking in was fast. However, I have known 
people that have flown with Ryanair who haven’t had a pleasant experience – 
I know one person who was sort of pushed onto the aircraft and told to find a 
place to sit as quickly as possible. He didn’t like the experience.  
 
I  OK, so have you ever flown with any LCCs in Thailand? And how was it? 
 
R Yes. I used Thai Air Asia from BangkOK to Chiang Rai. I was once again 
satisfied with the service paid for. 
 
I  OK so what about comparing the two? Did you notice any comparisons or 
differences? 
 
R I think one of the main differences that I noticed was that, although they are in 
different continents with different routes, for me, I feel that the routes for 
LCCs in Europe such as Ryanair compared to Asia, are more wider since they 
include a number of destinations not just main destinations and the well-
known places. But Thai Air Asia only has a few routes within Thailand. They 
also do this for flights abroad, too, for example they don’t fly to Hong Kong 
but somewhere like Macau. I think they also take into consideration the cost of 
the landing fees that’s why a number of internal destinations, as well as abroad 
are not served. But this means that when I want to go to Hong Kong, for 
example, I need to choose a ‘proper’ traditional airline or take the car if I want 
to go somewhere domestically where an LCC does not fly to.  
 
I OK. Can you tell me why you chose to fly with these LCCs? 
 
R I think the common answer is of course price. I think I paid around £100 to go 
to Italy which was done online. This was very convenient and easy to use.   
 
I So how did these LCCs differ from the more traditional national carriers? 
 
R One of the main differences was the issue of seating. This operated on a first 
come first served basis. I also noticed that no food was served. Of course, if I 
was flying on a national carrier I would expect that I could reserve my seat 
and definitely expect to be served food as I would be paying a considerably 
higher price for the ticket.  
 
I  OK so that concludes the first part of the questionnaire. I’ll move onto the next 
part of the interview which looks at LLCs in Thailand, as well as their 
relationship to the Thai economy, tourism and society. How do you see the 
rise of fuel affecting the LCCs within Thailand? 
 
R Although the LCCs, and particularly the campaign mainly from Thai Air Asia, 
promotes the idea that everyone can fly, this is not the case in Thai society and 
Thai culture. Because Thai people, in their basic daily living, don’t usually go 
on the plane as a result of their financial condition not many people have 
flying experience. So their financial condition makes them unable to fly on a 
plane, so the opening campaign of Air Asia tried to change the way Thai 
people travelled from one place to another. However, I believe that LCC 
prices are not that low and affordable even for some of the richer Thai people 
and believe that this [prices] will only rise in the future because of the rise in 
oil. Like once I got onto the website, the Air Asia website and looked for the 
ticked to Macau or some other places in China, they had a promotion of free 
tickets but the price is still not that cheap because I still need to pay for the full 
charge and its very expensive. It says free but, in fact, for Macau it’s like 
7,000 baht so the prices are still not that cheap and can only rise with the 
increase of the cost of fuel.  
 
I Thanks. What about your general feeling about how LCCs contribute, to first 
of all, to the Thai economy, and secondly, to the Thai tourism industry.  
 
R OK. Not really. But it certainly has an impact. Because I think that the routes 
aren’t quite as well developed and spread out. For example, Thai Air Asia 
doesn’t serve many other destinations. Not a lot of internal destinations are 
serviced compared to other forms of transport such as the highways or train 
system. And also Thailand’s infrastructure such as the airports needs to be 
examined, for example. The train systems are still used by a lot of grassroots 
people. And in connection to the tourist industry, I think most of the tourists 
used package tours which include return tickets. From what I know they don’t 
tend to use LCCs. But from my experience, I can’t really recall seeing many 
foreign tourists on board Thai LCCs. But from those that I did see, I can make 
a generalisation that they tended to be backpackers, maybe like adventurers.     
 
I So how do you perceive LCCs in Thailand? Are they positive or negative?  
 
R I think, overall, that they are positive. With regards to products and services, I 
think price is important within Thailand. This is because, you know, people in 
Thailand still not, you know, the wealth gap is very large between the rich and 
the poor; so in Thailand the population is still like a pyramid, the large amount 
of people are still at the base and these are the poor people and this gets lesser 
and lesser until you reach the top. So the price should be very competitive so 
the products will sell well. However, I believe that as incomes rise those from 
the bottom of the pyramid will eventually be able to use LCCs in the future.  
 
I Ok. You intimated about Thai people’s travel patterns. Can you explain a little 
bit more about this? 
 
R Sometimes the cost. The price between taking a train from Bangkok to Chiang 
Mai for example is nearly a thousand baht and flying from Bangkok to Chiang 
Mai, for the price I think it’s worth flying because of the time. Saving time.  
 
I Ok. You have been talking about the Thai state railway. What is your 
perception of their general level of service in comparison to the LCCs that 
operate in Thailand? 
 
R  Well the Thai state railways are quite popular amongst grassroots people and 
are used as a method of transportation particularly when they go back to their 
home provinces during certain holidays and festivals. But they are also well-
known for being quite slow and burdensome. Therefore, I think those people 
are the bottom of the pyramid they do care about price and not service issues, 
they just want to go home at the time of the holidays so the railway is still a 
dominant form of transport within Thailand. And another thing is that Thai 
people’s perception of flying is that it is rather a posh way to travel so they 
think that it will be expensive, which means they choose another way to travel.  
 
I  Thank you. So do you think, based upon the wider contextual factors such as 
the rise of fuel costs and the political turmoil in Thailand, do you think that 
LCCs will survive within Thailand?  
 
R Yes I think that it can still be a sustainable phenomenon because the concept is 
very good since the offer of flying whilst cutting out all the not really essential 
things such as food and reserved seating is a revolutionary idea. I think it can 
still be a long-term and profitable business within Thailand. And to target 
people who don’t really care about the service just only a few hours of flying. 
It’s quite sensible. Having said this, though, I also believe that the issue of 
safety still needs to be addressed. This was highlighted with the accident that 
happened last year regarding One-Two-Go at Phuket airport. So I think that, if 
LCCs are to operate and draw in new types of customers this issue needs to be 
addressed.        
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